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1. Nadia Abu El-Haj 2001. Facts on the Ground. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 
Eduardo Viveiros de Castro 2002. A Inconstdancia da Alma Selvagem. Sao Pao: Cosac 
& Naify. 


“Entangled in Histories”: An Introduction 
to the Anthropology of Names and Naming 


BARBARA BODENHORN AND GABRIELE VOM BRUCK 


Immediately after the attack on the World Trade Center in September 2001, 
naming the victims and the culprits became an urgent matter. Lists of names — 
of living and dead — were posted daily. For some time there were names that 
could not be put with certainty in either category. And there were daunting 
traces of human bodies that could not be attached with certainty to a particular 
name. “It is terrible to think that a person will go into the ground... [without] 
a name,” Susan Black, a forensic anthropologist, said in a different context, 
adding that once the bodies are identified, families can begin mourning.’ 
Similarly, Thomas Laqueur has argued that finding and naming the Bosnian 
victims of genocide in the 1990s seemed the only emotionally possible begin- 
ning for a survivor’s new life.” 

Although most of those who perished in the World Trade Center attack 
were eventually named, many families had, literally, no body to bury. On the 
other hand, the “true” names of most of the perpetrators remained unknown. 
Passports attributed to attackers failed to provide adequate clues, many stolen 
from people far from the scene. In this instance naming was put to the task of 
establishing moral accountability, while the mistaken attribution of guilt was 
vehemently rejected by those who felt wronged. 

The need to identify the dead by name in New York links, in a very different 
context, with its polar opposite — the act of de-naming as a form of political 
annihilation. During the recent conflict with their Serb neighbors, Kosovo 
Albanian refugees had to turn in all official forms of identification at the 
Yugoslav border. The Serb authorities thus annulled their right to live in 
their homeland; their existence became illegitimate in the eyes of the State. 
“Their names are being ripped off them quite literally” (Moraru 2000:50). 
Similarly, the demolition of graveyards and statues often dehumanizes the 
dead by obliterating their names from memory. After Israel’s withdrawal from 
southern Lebanon in 2000, for instance, local Muslims cut the plaques carrying 
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the names of the South Lebanon Army (SLA) collaborators from the shrine 
meant to honor them. They were, as Robert Fisk noted, “killing the dead.” 

In Britain the events of September 11'° reopened the debate about the 
introduction of national identity cards, provoking The Economist to note that 
“identity theft” is growing in America and might intensify in Britain if such 
cards were implemented.* That names may be valuable economically as well 
as politically is by no means new but technological developments throw the 
property-potential in names into stark relief — whether for credit card fraud 
or for sale as a copyrighted domain name. 

That identities can be stolen, traded, suspended, and even erased through 
the name reveals the profound political power located in the capacity to name; 
it illustrates the property-like potential in names to transact social value; and 
it brings into view the powerful connection between name and self-identity. 
How these factors intersect, collide, and influence each other to produce dif- 
ferent effects is a theme running through the book. It goes some way to explain 
why names seem simultaneously ubiquitous and infinitely changeable in their 
meaning. It allows us to see patterns in what might at first glance seem to be 
simply cultural variation. That names are thought to have the capacity to fix 
identity creates a tension with their capacity to detach from those identities. 
Thus the stark realities confronted in the crises above expose the potential 
moral and cultural instability experienced by named selves as well as the 
ongoing and socially interconnected histories names may generate. 

To return to our opening image, the lists of names produced in the aftermath 
of September 11th have already rapidly shifted from offering a way of coping 
with the present to a mode of commemorating the past and of imagining the 
future. In many contexts — whether those structuring ancient Roman oration 
form, Kwakiutl potlatch invocations, Papua New Guinea funeral feasts, or 
World War II memorials-— the recitation of names is a crucial aspect of memory, 
an active not-forgetting, that validates the present order more often than not, 
bringing the political aspect into view. 

Since the 1970s, anthropologists have paid considerable attention to discur- 
sive naming practices employed by dominant groups to secure and maintain 
power.» Governments and institutions the world over supervise individuals’ 
activities by means of birth certificates, license plates, passwords, permits, 
house numbers, and street names. British law requires parents to register a 
child’s birth and its name within six weeks.° This might, at first glance, seem a 
straightforward practice of governmental control. In systems framed through 
an ideology of individualism, individual legal status certainly makes tracking 
easier for states. But it allows for individual claims upon — and protection 
from — states as well, one reason why official de-naming is an act of such 
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violence. It also hides the fact the people are more than just subjects of gov- 
ernment oversight. They are also parents, neighbors, or friends, taking part 
in all sorts of relationships that may well have political implications, but that 
cannot simply be about politics. The right to a name is enshrined in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, recognizing the implications of carrying 
aname that begin at the earliest moments of social being. To echo Geertz (1973: 
363), naming is a crucial aspect of converting “anybodies” into “somebodies.” 

These other sorts of social relations realized through names are as likely to 
emerge bottom up as to be imposed from the top down. The law does not care 
if a name “fits” the child. But it is a matter of great concern to name-givers 
across many cultures for whom names both express something of the child and 
reveal their relations to that child. Diminutives, pet names, and nicknames 
often pay scant regard to formal ones, but they are deeply meaningful to those 
employing them as revealed below by a Brazilian mother on Alto de Cruzeiro: 


“Some baptize their infants right away, sick or well. Others wait for a heavy sickness 
to scare them into baptism. But the baby will always have a name, whether they 
are baptized or not. But it is only their official name....To have a real name, a 
baby has to live long enough to have a little, endearing nickname. For that is how 
we actually come to love our babies, when they begin to show us who they are 
and what kind of being we now have here. We can begin to see the kind of child 
he will be, wild or gentle, fast or slow.... As his history begins to gather around 
him, that’s when ... we don’t want him to leave us!” (In Scheper-Hughes 1992:438; 
emphasis added) 


Because others usually name us, the act of naming has the potential to 
implicate infants in relations through which they become inserted into and, 
ultimately will act upon, a social matrix. Individual lives thus become entan- 
gled — through the name — in the life histories of others.” As suggested in the 
previous section and illustrated throughout this volume, how that sociality 
emerges through naming is often a process of discovery, divination, recogni- 
tion, or inheritance rather than simply a matter of assignation. Babies — and 
often names themselves — are frequently assumed to have significant agency. 
The power of the name itself, which varies cross-culturally, often thus plays a 
critical role in social life. An acknowledgment of this introduces an important 
element to our analysis, which would be missed if we remained at the level 
of a purely political understanding. Questions of what personal names “are” 
cross-culturally therefore comprise another underlying theme of this volume. 

One of the patterns to emerge in the volume overall is the extent to which 
names carry with them the capacity, not only to delineate the boundaries of 
social status, but also to bridge them. Names may reveal crucial information 
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about gender, kinship, geographical origin, or religion. At the same time, they 
may also provide the vehicle for crossing boundaries between those very same 
categories, as well as between life and death, past and future, humans and 
non-humans. Here we return our attention to the capacity of names to fix 
and to detach. The potential for the name to become identical with the person 
creates the simultaneous potential to fix them as individuals and as members 
of recognized social groups. It is their detachability that renders names a 
powerful political tool for establishing or erasing formal identity, and gives 
them commodity-like value. And it is precisely their detachability that allows 
them to cross boundaries. How these capacities combine and recombine, 
bringing boundaries into view and bridging others, provides another through 
line in the volume. 

As illustrated in the chapters to come, cultural practices around naming 
combine several key concerns in recent social theory: embodied personhood, 
gendered subjectivity, displacement, semantic and biographic memory, the 
power of discourse, and symbolic analysis more generally. Recent anthro- 
pological engagement with these issues has generally sidelined or neglected 
names and naming altogether. In calling attention to this omission, we have 
concentrated primarily on the exploration of personal names.® 

Each of the following chapters stands on its own as a piece of ethnographic 
analysis. Overall, we hold the question of name in focus through intercon- 
nected themes: considering names themselves as meaningful, examining the 
processes involved in naming, and asking what is at stake in speaking, or not 
speaking, names. Taken as a whole, the book begins with a consideration of 
personal names and naming as fundamental aspects of social processes that 
have critical bearing on anthropological understanding of personhood, kin- 
ship, and gender. As the volume progresses, questions of power are increasingly 
brought into view. 

We turn now to a consideration of thematic issues, issues that inform and 
are informed by anthropological work already in existence, with reference to 
the specific arguments made by the contributors to the book. The first of 
these, largely stemming from the study of language both inside and outside of 
anthropology, centers on the question of what names are as words: arbitrary 
signs allocated by convention or something more? Comparative ethnography 
reveals that names are often thought to express — and in some instances even to 
form — core elements of one’s person. The importance of convention should, 
as we shall see, remain part of the analysis nonetheless. 

We move then to an examination of the interrelationship between perfor- 
mance as symbolic expression and performance as effective action. This in 
particular links our examination of the political implications of naming itself 
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with our consideration of kinship, gender, bodies, and personhood. Names 
“do” as well as “say” things, just as naming expresses as well as constitutes 
social relations. Thus, as Herzfeld (1982) pointed out some time ago, whereas 
names as signs are considered as discursive practices involving naming, it is 
important as well to bring social context into the frame. We are as interested 
in understanding the importance of names as a crucial element in what people 
do as individuals and as collectivities as they are for what people say. 


THEMATIC ISSUES: NAMES, NAMING, LANGUAGE 


Convention and Essence 


The ambiguous relationship between names and the things they refer to has 
been of philosophical interest for a long time. As such, this has both informed 
anthropological inquiry and illuminated ways in which anthropologists may 
be asking quite distinct questions. Plato (1970) already sets out a number of 
issues in the Cratylus dialogs that have continued to be debated ever since. 
In brief, Cratylus holds what would today be called the “natural language” 
position: “everything has a right name for itself,” (1970:7) whereas Hermo- 
genes “cannot come to the conclusion that there is any correctness of names 
other than convention and agreement” (ibid.:9). Socrates destabilizes both 
positions and in doing so, introduces political factors that resonate strongly 
in the papers to come. Even though Hermogenes asserts that “anyone” has 
the right to decide on a name, Socrates is quick to point out that slaves, for 
instance, cannot name either themselves or their masters. Whether from the 
point of view of the individual or the collective, the source of the name cannot 
be left up to anyone. Questions of who has the right — or responsibility — to 
name, what that means, and to what extent names “ought to fit” the nominee 
form a leit-motif throughout this volume. Two further pairs of philosophical 
categories should be noted because they inform so much social anthropolog- 
ical analysis of names and naming systems. 


Denotation and Connotation 


J. S. Mill (1843) is often invoked as the philosopher who defined names as 
“meaningless markers.”? In A System of Logic, Mill (1974:979-81) draws the 
distinction between denotation (identification) and connotation (meaning). 
Names, he claims, denote without connotation. He notes that proper names 
“attach to objects, not their attributes.” Dartmouth may well have been named 
because it was founded at the mouth of the River Dart. It would remain 
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Dartmouth if the river silted up or changed course. The literal meaning of 
the name tells us nothing certain about the identity of the named thing. “The 
only names of substance which connote nothing are proper names... A proper 
name is merely an unmeaning mark... which we endeavor to connect with 
the idea of the object in our heads. ... Objects thus ticketed with proper names 
resemble, until we know something more about them, men and women in 
masks. We can distinguish them, but can conjecture nothing with respect to 
their real features.” 

Mill is correct to point out that George and King George III convey signifi- 
cantly different orders of information. And it is clear that the former sorts of 
names may well be meaningless markers, telling us nothing about the persons 
to whom they refer. For several decades in the twentieth century, the Canadian 
government named its Inuit citizens from birth by issuing identity numbers, 
to be worn like dog tags, which were meant to be the only mode of identi- 
fication in any state transactions (see Scott, Tehranian, and Mathias, 2002). 
The politics of this is discussed more fully later on. However, there are clearly 
also conditions under which names may be (and often must be) chosen for 
their lexical meaning. Japanese parents choose their children’s names accord- 
ing to two criteria: a felicitous meaning and a visually pleasing aspect (Akio 
Tsuchiya, personal communication); African Nuer and Tallensi birth names 
convey specific information about the circumstances in which a child entered 
the world (Evans-Pritchard, 1964; Fortes, 1955). According to Layne (this vol- 
ume), books of names with their lexical meanings are regular best sellers in 
the United States. For the moment, we recognize the usefulness in being aware 
of the philosophically distinct categories without accepting any assumption 
that names must necessarily fall into one or the other. More often than not, 
however, as Lambek, Bodenhorn, and Humphrey argue in their contributions 
here, the power of names lies not in their linguistic meaning, but in the name 
itself. To understand what names mean, we must get beyond the debate itself, 
asking what they are as well as what they signify. 


Sense, Reference and the Problem of “Descriptive Backing” 


Mill notes that “Sophronicus” and “the father of Socrates” are both “names 
of the same object” but with different meaning. The former identifies the 
man; the latter tells us something about him (1974:981). Frege (1949) uses the 
same kind of example to draw the distinction between sense and reference. 
Reference points to an object; sense is the context that gives it meaning. “Mr. 
Jones” and “Henry” may or may not refer to the same person. Only with the 
context can we can judge whether or not the statement, “Mr. Jones is Henry” 
makes sense. Searle (1958) as well argues that proper names do not mean in 
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themselves, but “descriptive backing” is available that points to the identity 
of the named. The sense-creating context has to do with the person, not with 
any lexical meaning of the name itself. 

Kripke (1980) challenges Searle’s notion that the identity of the name is 
knowable through contextual information. “Nixon” and/or “Venus” remain 
Nixon and Venus regardless of how much new information may be discovered 
about them. The “cluster” ofinformation, he argues, is changed rather than the 
name. Proper names, Kripke suggests, are “rigid designators” that continue to 
act as referents as long as links remain “through a community of speakers to 
the person in question” (1980:104). Contextualizing information may help 
to fix the referent, but it does not become synonymous with it (1980:135). 

In Naming and Necessity, Kripke engages with a number of issues, such as 
“natural kinds” — or classification — that are close to anthropologists’ hearts. 
But he does not ask if all of the things he lumps together into the category 
of “proper name” are satisfactorily considered the same order of things. It is 
thus assumed that personal and planet names may be subjected to the same 
analytical process. Kripke’s important epistemological question — how may 
we know to what names refer? — invites the anthropological response, how 
do we know what “names” are? From a comparative perspective, one of the 
questions we are asking is to what extent personal (human) names are of the 
same or different order of thing than any other sort of proper name. How, 
in other words, are names meaningful? What sorts of knowledge must be 
taken into account when trying to understand with any degree of certainty 
to whom a name refers? The notion of “rigid designator” might well apply 
to the secret name with which a senior Avatip hunter calls crocodiles (see 
Harrison, 1990:47) for that name is assumed never to change. As a form of 
secret knowledge, it must be passed on through a community of knowers 
in precisely the way Kripke proposes. In this volume, Hansen suggests that 
the official names of city streets, squares, and monuments in South Africa 
are likewise intended to function as rigid designators, fixing and authoriz- 
ing a particular past. For Hansen, the key is intended function, for he, like 
most historians, is well aware that today’s rigid designator may be eliminated 
tomorrow, shifting not only names, but also the histories they contain. The 
notion will not apply at all in naming systems in which people’s names change 
over the course of their lifetime or in systems where, as Iteanu discusses in 
this volume, people belong to a name rather than the reverse. In such soci- 
eties, names erase rather than enshrine particular, individual pasts. One of 
the anthropological tasks of this volume is to recognize the possibility of dif- 
ferent ontological positions regarding what names are, positions that need to 
be explored before we can ask questions about how we can know what they 
point to. 
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Speech Acts and Language as Code 


Although Kripke builds on what he considers the crucial importance of a 
continuous speech community, he does not distinguish the kinds of speech 
acts naming encompasses. What it means to give a name and to speak a 
name provide significantly separate entry points into a cross-cultural anal- 
ysis of names and naming. We turn, then, to more linguistic treatments of 
naming as speech. Ricoeur (1976) points out that, as the source of signif- 
icant context, the meaning of a word is open, “pointing to” the world of 
experience. As governed by grammar, words make sense only if they con- 
form to the closed, self-referential logic of their particular linguistic system. 
Wilson (1998) and Nicolaisen (1976, 1978), both working on European per- 
sonal names, and Holland (1990) on nicknaming, all note that proper (per- 
sonal) names are part of language as code and as such, convey significant 
amounts of information. They cannot simply refer to themselves, but rather 
need to be examined as words embedded in grammar that is made meaningful 
in a social world. 

Within Social Anthropology, Mauss, Lévy-Bruhl, and Lévi-Strauss appro- 
ached this coded aspect of names by exploring the connection between per- 
sonal names and classification. In his lecture, “A category of the human mind,” 
Mauss (1985) recognizes that names may simultaneously identify individuals 
and classify persons into groups. He notes that clan societies often slot peo- 
ple into a fixed universe of names, drawing on the Latin notion of persona 
(the dramatic character represented by the mask) to analyze these societies 
in which names are not only constantly recycled, but linked to specific ritual 
obligation. Here we have an echo of Mill; names “ticket” people, but reveal 
nothing of the personality behind the mask. 

The extent to which masks may conceal in order to protect is striking. In 
Sierra Leone, for instance, Ferme (2001) suggests that Mende masks (which 
carry their own names) are believed to form a protective barrier between the 
persons within and the potentially dangerous powers with whom they are 
engaging. From Mongolia to the Congo, “ugly” or “silly” names that mask the 
value ofa child, thus protecting them from witches, jealous spirits, and the like, 
are not uncommon. How names may protect is explored in several chapters 
of this volume. Humphrey provides ethnographic material from Mongolia 
fitting the above pattern exactly. Iteanu’s work among Orokaiva in Papua New 
Guinea, on the other hand, presents us with the suggestion that a “thick layer” 
of names is what is needed to prevent the collapse of the cosmos. Working in 
Amazonia, Hugh-Jones considers ways in which Tukonoan names and songs 
are involved in concealing as well as revealing aspects of social relations that 
transcend many sorts of boundaries. Vom Bruck uses her work in Yemen to 


ENTANGLED IN HISTORIES 9 


explore the way in which women taking on a male name generate a sort of 
protective layer, allowing them to operate in otherwise forbidden contexts. 
The mask-like potential of names thus can be put to a great many different 
sorts of tasks."° 

As we have mentioned, naming practices may express information about 
a broad range of social classification. European names, among others, can 
provide information about gender, kinship, class, marriage, ethnicity, and 
religion, reflecting existing classificatory groups. In many societies, changes 
in social status are reflected by name changes and in some, the name change 
effects the shift in status. As Hugh-Jones and Bloch discuss in this vol- 
ume, parents in Amazonia, as in Madagascar are known by teknonyms (the 
mother/father of so-and-so). According to Evans-Pritchard (1964), Nuer birth 
(or true) names are followed by patronyms, matronyms, teknomyms, clan 
praise names, ox-names, and dance names. Similarly Renato Rosaldo’s (1984) 
discussion of Ilongot naming practices includes birth order names, childhood 
names, friendship names, nicknames, teknonyms, and necronyms. 

Although Evans-Pritchard and Rosaldo acknowledge the classificatory 
aspect of these name categories, each emphasizes that names are used as a way 
of negotiating social relations. Once again, with the recognition that names 
are part of a linguistic code, we come to the intersection between the logically 
closed nature of a classification system and the open nature of speech acts — 
of using names as an expression of contingent relationships. And, as Bloch 
(1971a) has noted for the use of kinship terms, Evans-Pritchard is explicit that 
these modes of address “serve to evoke the response implied in the particular 
relationship” (1964:221)." In many situations, as Bodenhorn explores in her 
chapter (Chapter 7), people are faced with the possibility of choosing among 
acceptable names, the choice reflecting conscious strategies concerning the 
relationship thus potentiated. 

Shortly before Mauss delivered his original lecture, Lévy-Bruhl (1926) also 
discussed the classificatory nature of naming, recognizing as well that for many 
peoples, names are more than classificatory labels. To a significant extent, he 
asserts, some people are their names. “[They] regard their names as something 
concrete and real and frequently sacred....For such a person, a name is a 
distinct part of his personality, just as much as are his eyes... and [he] believes 
that injury will result as surely from the malicious handling of his names 
as from a wound inflicted on any part of his physical organism. ...”’? Like 
Evans-Pritchard, Lévy-Bruhl examines the connection between names and 
social relationships, but he also acknowledges the extent to which for some 
people at least, it is the name itself that effects the relationships. 

Lévi-Strauss (1966:172) also pays attention to names as words. They are code 
and, therefore, are transformable. Later in The Savage Mind, he expands this 


10 THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF NAMES AND NAMING 


to an examination of naming as practice: 


“At one extreme, the name... establishes that the individual...is a member of 
a preordained class.... At the other extreme, the name is a free creation on the 
part of the individual who gives the name. ... But can one be said to be really 
naming in either case? The choice seems only to be between identifying someone 
else by assigning him to a class, or, under cover of giving him a name, identifying 
oneself through him. One therefore never names: one classes someone else... one 
classes oneself... And most commonly one does both” (1966:181; emphasis in the 
original). 


This is an important question, and one that is explored specifically by 
Lambek with reference to spirit names, and Bodenhorn with reference to the 
possibility of self-naming among Ifupiat. However, Lévi-Strauss’s discussion 
defines naming purely as a classificatory act. We have already suggested that 
the analysis of naming practices should not be reduced to politics. By the same 
token we are equally certain that these processes cannot be relegated to forms 
of classification. 

Although names are clearly words and must be understood as such, Lévy- 
Bruhl points the way beyond the Lévi-Straussian trap of reducing names to 
signifiers, a point Bloch elaborates in his examination of Zafimaniry naming 
in Madagascar. Names may reflect classification systems but we must also leave 
room for asking what they are as potentially powerful things in themselves, 
aspects of the self as much as signifiers of the social person. Although Lévy- 
Bruhl assumes that the thing-like quality ofnames isa function ofnon-Western 
thinking, we reject such dichotomies. Even in Western contexts it is clear that 
names “are” more than simply code. In this volume, Layne’s examination of 
the importance parents in the United States attach to naming their stillborn 
children illustrates dramatically the extent to which (some) Western naming 
practices can simultaneously draw on the denotative aspect— allowing children 
to be remembered and mourned actively — and the connotative potential of 
names. “Jonathan,” “Evan,” or “Erin,” for example, may be chosen precisely 
because of their literal meaning to be given to children who will never respond 
to them.” As we shall see, concerns about finding the “right name,” whether 
in suburban Connecticut, or in an Ifupiaq community in northern Alaska, 
are at least in part because the person in the name requires attention. But it is 
also about the responsibility of the name-giver for “getting it right.” We move, 
then, from acknowledging names as potentially powerful artifacts to naming 
as creative action. 

We have already mentioned that, when using the verb “to name,” (some) 
analytical philosophers do not distinguish between their assignation (I name 
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you Josephine) and their recitation (I can name all the Presidents of the 
United States). Some time ago Fortes (1955:39) drew attention to the Tallensi 
distinction between pit wwuri (to confer a name) and pot ww uri (to utter a 
name), a distinction of central importance to the subject at hand. The Tallensi 
distinction maps virtually exactly onto Austin’s (1962) discussion of what he 
calls the performative and didactic aspects of naming. With regard to the 
former, Austin goes on to explore, among other things, what makes such an 
act efficacious. The illocutionary act (which does by saying: “I promise”; “I 
swear”; “I name”) works as far as naming goes, only under certain conditions. 
That is, naming someone will “take” only if the person doing the naming is 
recognized as having the right to do so. Austin (as well as Plato) recognizes that 
in his culture neither ships nor babies may be named by just anyone. Who has 
the right to assign a name (where, when, and how) varies considerably across 
cultures and provides important insights into the ways in which naming carries 
the potential to express as well as to constitute social relations. The material in 
the chapters to follow makes abundantly clear that, as we have said, to confer 
a name is perhaps more often a mediating action than it is invention, in which 
the name-giver must insure that the proper name is attached to the proper 
person. The idea that there is a “proper” name (in the sense of being correct 
as well as being one’s own) imbues the act of naming and the name itself 
with considerable moral force that reflects back on the name-giver as much 
as it influences the personhood of the name-receiver. What it means to utter 
a name introduces further dimensions that require separate analysis. 

The potential for names and naming to form a key aspect of what Battaglia 
(1995:2) calls a “representational economy” — in which names and rights to 
them are resources to be controlled, treasured, handed on, manipulated, and 
resisted — is great. We examine now some of the key ways in which naming as 
a political discursive act has been considered, both from within and outside 
of anthropology. 


THE POLITICS OF NAMING 


Name, Place, Nation 


Power comes to appear as something other than itself, indeed, it comes to appear 
as a name. 
Judith Butler (1997a:35) 


One of the most injurious aspects of the trans-Atlantic slave trade being con- 
sidered by Benson was the physical brutality of being torn away from kin and 
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home. On top of that, slaves were generally renamed. Names such as Cicero 
did not only signify slave status, they erased the sort of information that so 
often links personal names to place. How such links may connect or rupture is 
explored ethnographically in this volume. Bloch details the shifting relation- 
ships between names, the living and the dead who must be properly placed. 
Hugh-Jones shows that, in lowland Amazonia Tukanoan, sacred names are 
chosen from within the group; the acquisition of the names of outsiders is 
tantamount to appropriating their alien powers. Researchers working among 
the Orokaiva of New Guinea about a century ago were unable to draw maps 
because villages continuously moved or disappeared. In this volume, Iteanu 
throws light on this mystery by explaining that places are conceived of in terms 
of kinship or exchange relations and vice versa. As a result, place names refer 
to several localities and villages and are hardly ever fixed over time. 

The potential for place as well as personal names to become political cur- 
rency is great. For many peoples inhabiting a sacred landscape, whether the 
Warlbirri of Australia (Bell 1983 ); the Avatip of Papua New Guinea (Harrison 
1990), or Yukon Athapaskans (Cruikshank 1998), knowledge of the ritual sig- 
nificance of named places may be the sine qua non of political claims to, for 
example, voice, position, authority, and/or land ownership. “Name theft” is as 
much about property in these contexts as it is in the patent and copyright dis- 
putes that characterize late modern capitalism. The political economy of place 
naming is not surprisingly ferociously fought when the stakes are conceived 
to underpin the formation of nation-states and when the peoples involved 
coexist in unequal positions. 

Abu El-Haj (1998, 2001) analyzes the current archaeological project to 
rename the Israeli landscape with “true” biblical names, thus erasing a 
named Palestinian history on the land. She conceives of Israel’s state- 
sponsored archaeological practice as performing nationality, which initiates 
the mnemonic process that creates a conscious and politically charged rela- 
tionship with the past. Here the link between names and objects is the result of 
the meaning of the names; that is, each name involves a cluster of descriptive 
features and refers to those objects that display them. The names attached to 
objects classified as “Israelite” become “semiotic cornerstones in the foun- 
dational effects” of the Israeli nation (Stevens 1999:150). Abu El-Haj’s data 
substantiate Zizek thesis according to which political signifiers operate as per- 
formative terms (1989:95—9). Examples are the territories occupied by Israel 
in 1967 that have been called Judea and Samaria by Likud-dominated gov- 
ernments since 1977. These signifiers gain their political force by establishing 
the identity of the object as a political reality.’4 In analogy to Hindu national- 
ist parties, which reinscribed particularistic religious meanings into the city 
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space of what had been called Bombay, new inflections of what local residents 
refer to as the West Bank by the Israeli right serve to marginalize and alienate 
certain sections of the population. 

Hansen (2001a:1—4) refers to the renaming of Bombay as Mumbai in 1995 as 
aredefinition of the city within a nationalist discourse that is responsive to local 
Hindu historical sensibilities.> The political practice of naming centering on 
questions of the nature and ownership of space also informs his work on post- 
Apartheid South Africa in this volume. Hansen considers the history of Indian 
immigration in Durban in the context of contemporary politics. Resonating 
with Benson’s material, Hansen notes the official policy of assigning random 
surnames to Indian laborers arriving in Durban in the nineteenth century 
and records that they often changed their names “to pass as white.” He studies 
the impact of the new state’s naming policy on the use of place and personal 
names among today’s Indians living in Durban. The “Africanization” of street 
names, institutions, and places are analyzed as part of the official policy of 
decolonization. Resignification here is an eminently political statement about 
a new, bewildering, and African present. This has caused unease among the 
resident Indians whose status was already precarious under Apartheid. As has 
been noted elsewhere (e.g., Azaryahu 1986), many of the older names are still 
deployed in everyday interactions. What Hansen observes is that the use of 
multiple names in accordance with spatial, racial, and class contexts reflects 
a sense of “living in suspension” in the face of an uncertain future. Engaging 
with Kripke, Zizek, and Butler, Hansen argues that the identity of persons 
as well as of places acquires shape and stability in a continuous performative 
process. As rigid designators, official names of cities, squares, and monuments 
contribute to performances of state sovereignty. 

Whether dealing with burial places, insiders and outsiders, or national- 
ist aspirations, several articles in this volume add to and re-focus discus- 
sion by demonstrating how names reveal or transcend boundaries, how place 
names are contingent on relations between kin and exchange partners, and 
how the onomastic transformation of urban landscapes may render subjects’ 
belonging “provisional” such that their national attachments become multi- 
stranded. 


Imposition, (Self-)Creation, and Displacement 


These ethnographies demonstrate the extent to which names form an impor- 
tant aspect of the production of the political in public space. However, recent 
work from linguists and sociologists who examine the coercive dimension 
of naming as a problem in itself provide important theoretical impulses that 
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have been largely absent from anthropological writings. In particular, post- 
structuralist writers have put a strong moral and political spin on previous 
analyses of names. For example, Bourdieu (1991: 121) argues that the impo- 
sition of a name — whether a noble title or defamatory label — is one of the 
central “acts of institution” which inaugurate the actor’s identity and inform 
him “in an authoritative manner of what he is and what he must be.” Similar 
to initiation rituals, he argues, naming inculcates durable dispositions that are 
more or less painful (1991: 122). From an historical perspective, the imposition 
of hereditary surnames facilitated the creation of conscription lists, tax rolls, 
property deeds, and so forth, but also was a convenient strategy for the landed 
gentry to protect their lands. “The surname,” Scott (1998: 71) notes, “was a 
first and crucial step toward making individual citizens officially legible, and 
along with the photograph, it is still the first fact on documents of identity.” 
Where personal names and surnames are fixed as legal identities, Scott et al. 
(2002:7) claim, this is always a process undertaken by the state. 

In what sounds like a call to anthropologists, however, Foucault is clear 
that he does not see the study of powerful processes as a top down, insti- 
tutional project. Instead, such analysis “should be concerned with power at 
its extremities... with those points where it becomes capillary... where it is 
always less legal in character” (1991: 213). And, as always, Foucault comes to rest 
at the level of the individual. Most importantly for him (1991: 214), individuals 
“are always in the position of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this 
power.” Thus, returning to Scott’s discussion, a Foucauldian analysis is less 
interested in the legislation calling for the imposition of identity numbers to 
be affixed to Canadian Inuit necks at birth than in an analysis of if, how, and 
by whom it was carried out, resisted, and/or enforced. Humphrey’s chapter 
(Chapter 8) demonstrates how institutional power related to naming may 
undermine the authority of senior persons, and is recognized as well as chal- 
lenged. In Inner Mongolia, the conventional rule according to which the 
names of seniors must not be used by juniors has been disregarded by the 
state when quoting their names in official documents. Based on the notion 
that a name carries something of oneself and that the name given by oth- 
ers must be respected, even people occupying political offices refrain from 
changing diminishing names. In another case, a woman would bravely omit 
words that were part of her husband’s name from revolutionary songs sung at 
Party meetings. Spouses should not use each other’s names because they are 
considered as a unity. 

The theme of control and exposure is also central to the work of Derrida 
who coined the term “onomastic politics” to contrast two kinds of politics: 
one aiming at marginalization, control, and enslavement (Benson, below) and 
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another relating to the “embrace” of friendship, the mutual recognition and 
commemoration through names (Moraru 2000:51). Derrida has focused much 
of his attention to naming on a specific kind of displacement, the signa- 
ture. By definition, it implies the absence of the signer (Derrida 1982:328). 
In his dialogues with Nietzsche, Derrida claims that in his preamble to Ecce 
Homo, Nietzsche puts his body and his name on the line even while he pro- 
ceeds behind masks or pseudonyms without proper names (Derrida 1985:7). 
However, a close reading of the text suggests that in fact Nietzsche does not 
use pseudonyms and focuses directly on the first person pronoun: “Listen to 
me because I am so and so. Above all, don’t confuse me [with anyone]!”"° 

Elsewhere, Derrida (1988:76) uses the metaphor of playing to describe what 
goes on when a writer inscribes his name — he withdraws behind a mask, or 
“curtain” (“derriére le rideau”). Over time dissemination of the name gains its 
own momentum and becomes ever more “intrusive.” The author’s signature, 
Derrida argues, endows a text with an identity even while it derives its own 
significance from the text it signs. Eventually it becomes detached from its 
author’s control and takes its route from the domain of the personal to the 
political, and transfers power. Once the text becomes an object of public 
display through distribution and exchange, its signature changes in value. 
Its value moves along a spectrum of truth-establishing authorship and the 
pseudonym. The signature makes a name the intermediary between public 
and private. This is most clearly brought out in the present volume through 
vom Bruck’s work with the female members of the last Yemeni royal dynasty 
who historically have taken on men’s names. When writing official letters, and 
even to their husbands, they were encouraged to sign the correspondence with 
their male names. After all this most private correspondence had to traverse 
the public sphere and could, of course, be intercepted. 

Derrida (1995:12) argues that the responsibility one bears for the name one 
is given or gives oneself is one of the “infinite paradoxes of... narcissism.” For 
Derrida the (proper) name is a vehicle for self-generation; it “becomes the 
agency to which the recognition of this identity [of the subject] is confided” 
(1997:250). Cases of self-creation (for example, the adoption of the mother’s 
name), as well as those of double (social vs biological) paternity, discussed in 
Benson’s paper, reveal the potential tension between name and identity and 
above all the ambivalence of the signature (Maclean 1994:50). Derrida insists 
that we are not our names or titles and that the named may break free from 
their received names. You may have named X, but X may do very well without 
you and deprive you of the profit for your narcissism. What returns to your 
name, Derrida says, is the ability to disappear in your name. By its very nature 
the gift ofa name does not return to itself; therefore, self-expansion is ruled out 
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(Derrida 1995:12-13; emphasis his). These are provocative statements when 
considered through the comparative material with which we are currently 
engaged. On one hand, as we have seen, it is clear that the potential for name- 
holders to detach from their names is institutionalized in many cultures. 
Iteanu, Bloch, and Bodenhorn all present material in this volume in which 
it is considered usual for names to shift over the course of time. In other 
cases, it is equally clear that people may indeed “break free” of their names 
through an act of will. However, as we have already noted and as is revealed by 
Humphrey’s material, it is difficult to assert baldly that one is not one’s name. 
As Lévy-Bruhl argued long ago, in cases where names are thought to reflect — 
and at times to generate — an essential aspect of the person, the name/person 
relationship is conceived quite differently. To kill, trap, or take away the name 
is to damage, not to free, the person. Thus, although we agree that the gift of 
a name is ambiguous in nature and powerful in effect, our response is to ask 
in each case what that relationship is. 

One of Derrida’s central arguments is that violence is an effect of language 
per serather than just written language which is assumed to bea central feature 
of civilization. Naming constitutes “the originary violence of language” which 
leads to a loss of self-presence (Derrida 1976:112). “The originary violence” is a 
theme picked up by Butler, drawing on Derrida, Foucault, and above all Lacan. 
Foucault problematized the relationship between speaking and being by pos- 
tulating the productive power of discursive practices which is materialized at 
the level of the body (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982:84). Raising important ques- 
tions that set the terms for an interdisciplinary debate on naming which will 
interest us throughout this volume, Butler (1993:187; 225) argues that naming 
is a prime example of the way power as discourse may be performed. On the 
assumption that attaching names to persons requires their prior identification 
on the basis of descriptive features, Butler asks whether there are self-identical 
persons who can be said to exist prior to the fact of their being named. Does 
the name refer to, and presuppose, the self-identity of persons apart from any 
description? Do other kinds of names (such as descriptive labels) possess the 
constituting power of the proper name?” 

One of Butler’s basic assumptions is that the social life of the body is 
rendered possible through language, a notion derived from Lacan’s theory 
of the constitution of the subject in language. “The laws of nomenclature,” 
Lacan states, “are what determine... the alliances from within which human 
beings...end up by creating, not only other symbols, but also real beings, 
who, coming into the world, right away have that little tag which is their 
name, the essential symbol for what will be their lot” (1988:20; see 47). In 
Lacan’s (1988:169) view, “naming constitutes a pact, by which two subjects 
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simultaneously come to an agreement to recognise the same object.” The 
lifespan of the object is contingent upon the name, which confers legitimacy 
and duration onto it; it is “the time of the object.” As Butler (1997b:29) notes, 
the time of the object is also the time of the Other. The subject, Butler con- 
tends, “exists” by being recognizable through a name, and naming brings 
the subject into relationship with others. The extent to which that may be 
quite literally thought to be true emerges clearly, we suggest, in cross-cultural 
perspective. Not only is the initial act of naming often thought to depend 
on the proper recognition of the person in the name (see Bodenhorn and 
Humphrey), but belief in the power to call forth relationships through speak- 
ing names is also frequently institutionalized. Among Orokaiva (Iteanu) and 
Buryat (Humphrey), this is expressed in a series of name taboos which prevent 
inappropriate persons from “calling out” the relationship. In certain respects 
this resonates strongly with Butler’s assertion that the name that constitutes 
one socially is also the first form of linguistic injury which one learns. The 
process of becoming a subject is intimately linked with the imposition of 
names and classifications which effect “a primary subordination or, indeed, a 
primary violence” (1997b:28). In this way, being named is traumatic because 
the names that bring the subject into existence “are not of its own making.” 

But does any kind of name bestowal bring the tyranny of naming into play? 
Humphrey’s ethnography offers another perspective by suggesting that name 
taboos in fact protect the nominee from persons who have little social power 
(namely young, in-marrying wives). By prohibiting them from saying the 
names of male in-laws, in-marrying women are prevented from being able 
to invoke the power name-speaking brings with it. But it is they and not the 
name carriers who are forced into special action. The potential tyranny of 
the name (which forces a response when spoken) is thus displaced. 

Benson’s chapter (Chapter 9) about slave names in eighteenth-century 
Britain and plantation America reveals the indisputably alienating and jarring 
effects of the naming of slaves by their masters; it also cautions against general- 
izing the coercive aspect of naming. Starting on a biographical note, Benson’s 
study makes a fascinating reading of the “Name of the Father” which is cen- 
tral to Lacan’s theory. Lacan notes that a mere speech act — naming — enables 
a father to legitimize his offspring irrespective of biological paternity.’ The 
“Name of the Father” refers to the resolution of the oedipal knot of the imag- 
inary (represented by the mother), the symbolic (represented by the father), 
and the real. Fatherhood depends crucially on the category of the signifier that 
governs the transition from nature to culture. In his capacity as the embodi- 
ment of the signifier, the father names the child. Lacan also draws attention 
to the potentially painful experience of forceful name-sharing. Roudinesco 
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(1996:427-8) claims that Lacan’s agony over the name he shared with his 
paternal grandfather, whom he hated, contributed to the formulation of the 
“Name of the Father.” It also raises questions, explored particularly by Boden- 
horn, Humphrey, and Iteanu, of whether name-sharing blurs the boundary 
between individuals and whether names embody the attributes of others.*° 

Benson’s material illustrates that “Father” (as the embodiment of the law 
and paternalistic authority) can be extended to those who exercise control 
over dependants such as slaves. As Mauss (1985) pointed out with respect to 
ancient Rome, those slave names were bodily inscriptions of ownership. The 
damaging effect of naming, Benson suggests, is most apparent when names 
rupture social relations even as they institute others. In the United States, 
freed slaves adopted surnames that continue to bear the trace of their painful 
histories — which leads Benson to conclude that one can never truly name 
oneself.”" 


Self-Naming / Self-Embodiment 


The naming of slaves is evidence of a performative act by which discourse 
produces injurious effects. Lambek’s chapter (Chapter 6) examines an entirely 
different and hitherto unexplored dimension of authoritative speech by focus- 
ing on the self-naming of spirit beings in northwest Madagascar. He grapples 
with questions reminiscent of those Derrida asks about God and the Platonian 
khora without ending on an agnostic note as Derrida does. Derrida claims that 
God exists in his name; naming God boils down to an “event at once in and 
on language.” Of the khora Derrida (1995:55, 58, 94) asks what a bodyless body 
without an essence could be beyond its name: it is but “the anachronism of 
being.” 

Malagasy spirits demonstrate the problem of the relation between the name 
and the object in an exaggerated form because in the absence of the name the 
object would have no distinct identity. In Madagascar, death involves the 
transformation of the physical body into the ancestral spirit in the process 
of which names become detached and (re-)attached. The deceased must not 
be referred to by their names and are given a necronym after burial which 
remains taboo until the spirit inhabits a host and reveals his name. The name 
is a significant marker of the spirit’s identity, both as a descriptive referent 
and manifestation of the its existence. Spirits, then, are prime examples of 
the discursive construction of objects that become “embodied” during acts 
of possession. Here, in a very real sense, “the process of naming [themselves] 
amounts to the very act of their constitution” (Laclau 1989:xiv). Does this 
case allow us to circumvent the fundamental problem of antidescriptivism, 
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analyzed by Kripke, which is to specify the object’s self-sameness even if all of 
its attributes have altered? Regarding this problem, Zizek (1989:94-95) argues 
that the point missed is that naming, a radically contingent act, is a retroactive 
constitution of identity. Zizek insists that the name supports the identity of 
the object, thereby assigning a performative quality to the referential func- 
tion of the name. Lambek’s analysis suggests that in the absence of an objec- 
tive reference, the name renders the spirit a self-identical object. Bestowing 
himself with a name, a ritually enframed illocutionary act, constitutes above 
all an act of self-objectification which does away with the signifier/signified 
dichotomy. Lambek argues that because in this case a performative activity 
is made to appear as a referential one, the full extent of the performativ- 
ity remains unclear. It is through the mystification of the performative that 
entities such as spirits become forces in their own right. 

What emerges clearly from the above is that ethnography can illuminate 
and go beyond philosophical texts on names and naming. Lambek’s chapter 
provides evidence of the productive power of speaking names, and of the 
most radical form of self-referentiality and self-creation. Like other chap- 
ters, it alludes to the tensions between the possibility and impossibility of 
self-naming, and the ambiguous mediation of discovery and recognition. It 
points to a new dimension of the performative whereby the name renders 
the object “recognizable” in a way that is different from naming persons and 
landscapes. Whereas Benson’s material substantiates the tyranny of the name, 
Bodenhorn’s and Humphrey’s ethnographies testify to the endeavor of choos- 
ing names that reveal and protect the person. Vom Bruck’s analysis draws 
attention to the tension between imposition and self-determination. In the 
case of those Yemeni women who have been obliged to use male names, the 
signature, which according to Derrida is the text’s insignia, remains ambigu- 
ous while it straddles the intimate and the public. It in fact produces the 
conditions for greater control over their lives. 


PERSONS, KINSHIP, AND BODIES 


Hansen and Benson give special consideration to the power relations involved 
in possessing the right to assign names. Both contributions identify naming 
persons or places as a bodily act of incorporation and appropriation. Several 
other chapters look at naming in relation to ideas about the body, gender, 
personhood, and kinship. 

Practices of naming, de-naming, and re-naming the living and the dead 
contribute to an understanding of “the person” in a comparative perspective. 
What Battaglia (1995:2) has coined a “critical anthropology of selfhood” has 
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largely been written without consideration of the rhetorics of relationality 
that naming produces. It is particularly striking that names have not featured 
in analyses of the body because they engage all crucial aspects of embodied 
experience: identification, moral relations, power, the gendering and sexualiz- 
ing of bodies, and displacement. Naming, name dropping, and name changing 
demonstrate the processual nature of embodied practice and the dynamic of 
identification.” Named bodies are manifestations of incorporated knowledge 
and as such have their own historicity. 


The Work of Kinship 


Among Tatmul of New Guinea the naming system is indeed a theoretical image 
of the whole culture and in it every formulated aspect of culture is reflected... 
Gregory Bateson (1958:228) 


Much of the early work already discussed recognized the institutionalized 
links among naming systems, kinship organization, and the political order 
(as does the Bateson excerpt above). With the turning away from structural 
functionalism as well as from structuralism in the 1960s and 1970s, this sort of 
tightly woven holistic analysis largely fell into disrepute. In addition, scholars 
such as Schneider (1968) urged anthropologists to move away from the study 
of kinship as a mode of reifying “biological” relations, arguing that biology 
itself was a culturally defined notion.” Attention to naming as a contributing 
aspect of these relations lessened. 

One important exception to this is a collection of essays focusing on 
Amazonia in central Brazil. According to Maybury-Lewis (1979:311—-12), the 
editor, the anthropologists concerned actively picked up on the challenge put 
forward by Schneider and asked if a cultural approach might not provide 
more satisfactory analysis than the then-current debates between alliance and 
descent theorists. The challenge led these researchers directly to the impor- 
tance of names and naming for thinking about how relationships are both 
conceptualized and generated. Indeed, Maybury-Lewis (1979:311-12) con- 
cludes that, “. . . in fact, the Central Brazilian peoples used naming and filiation 
through kinship as alternative principles of social organization. They could 
be used to reinforce each other... or they could be used to counterbalance 
each other.” 

To our knowledge, the above collection is unique both in its careful and sys- 
tematic presentation of comparative material from a single geographic region. 
The more general arguments contained in that work have not been addressed 
by those influenced by Schneider. Interest in kinship revived in the early 1990s, 
largely sparked by developments in reproductive technologies, which brought 
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questions of what is “natural” into sharp relief (see, e.g., M. Strathern 1991). 
The contribution of naming to these processes has, for the most part, remained 
ignored.*4 Thus, within the anthropology of kinship, recent research agendas 
focusing on constructions of the person have curiously been largely silent on 
the subject of personal names. Working in an ultrasound clinic in Chicago, 
Taylor (1998, 2000) shows that sonographic images serve to construct the fetus 
as a person from the earliest stages of development, but she neither discusses 
clients’ religious ideas about the fetus as person nor whether naming forms 
part of ultrasound “bonding.” Layne, in contrast, describes various ways in 
which parents-to-be construct personhood during the course of a pregnancy. 
The desire to name the fetus and even stillborn babies becomes intelligible 
against the background of the “pronatalist discourse,” which guides especially 
women’s decisions about motherhood (Meyers 2001:758). Here name-giving 
marks not just the process of generating a person, but also the beginning of 
a relationship in the course of which the name may change again as the fetus 
becomes more “person-like.”” 

Layne’s work draws on aspects of recent kinship scholarship, which both 
encompasses and extends beyond the realm of reproductive technologies. As 
mentioned above, name bestowal individuates and socializes human beings in 
many cultures. It is often through naming that the dead are reintegrated into 
the world of the living and memories of the dead are retained. Drawing on 
the work of Laqueur (1994), Layne’s paper draws a forceful analogy between 
rituals commemorating pregnancy loss and war dead. In these instances, it is 
the name that constructs the human remains as persons. 

Comparative ethnography reminds us that in many contexts, however, it 
would be unthinkable to name a child as yet unborn. Both Humphrey and 
Bodenhorn describe the importance of being able to recognize the name 
through the behavior of the infant. The person in the name makes itself 
manifest in order for humans to identify what name to give. According to 
Iteanu working in Papua New Guinea, Orokaivan adults represent infants as 
images (ahihi) who become social persons only after undergoing rituals, which 
include naming (1990:40). In addition, as he discusses in this volume, names 
do not necessarily commemorate. They do not carry memories of the deceased 
and are not mourned. Orokaivan dead are transformed into nameless ahihi. 
One may speak about the dead, but their names are not used to refer to them as 
persons. Names neither mediate between the living and the dead nor are they 
markers of individual identity for they never belong to any one person. They 
are never passed from the dead to the living but always from one living person 
to another, defining the Orokaiva person as part of a matrix of relationships. 
Like shell valuables, they are detachable parts of the person, which are undone 
in the funeral ritual. 
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Thus we see through the comparative ethnography of this volume, that 
in relation to the boundary between life and death names may “do” very 
different things, but in each case, they help us to see what that boundary is 
about. They may commemorate the continuity of kinship through time, as 
Layne illustrates; they may, as Hugh-Jones describes, operate as a replacement 
of the social order in time; they may accompany a much more fragmen- 
tary reincarnation of individual personhood as detailed by Bodenhorn; or, as 
Bloch discusses, they may mark the social metamorphosis that occurs when a 
Zafaminery person dies, rendering their relations no less social, but distinctly 
different from those enacted in the world of the living. De-naming may indeed 
imply dehumanizing, but as both Lambek and Iteanu show, the process can 
be as much about access to the realm of the sacred as it is to the intended 
diminishment of an individual person. The notion of the detachability of 
names — of their capacity to shift as well as to fix identity — plays an important 
role here, something explored explicitly by Iteanu, Lambek, Bodenhorn, and 
Humphrey. 

Several chapters of the current work explore how names can decenter bio- 
logical kinship or operate alongside it. Among Ifupiat, Bodenhorn argues, 
kinship may be established through multiple routes: by sharing a womb, by 
growing up together, and by sharing names. Hugh-Jones stresses that in some 
lowland South American socialities the transfer of names constitutes kin- 
ship relations. Certain kinds of property, among them language, songs, ritual 
responsibilities, connection to houses, and the inheritance of names are closely 
linked. Tukanoan ideas of reproductive processes can be considered as man- 
ifestations of “patriliny” in the making: the baby’s body is formed from the 
mother’s blood and the father’s semen, which becomes its bone, the more 
durable part of its body. Bones, however, are less durable and permanent than 
the name. Iteanu suggests that names not only define relations between par- 
ents and children, but that among the Orokaiva the names system takes the 
place occupied by biology in the “West.” It defines significant relationships 
and projects them through time. Indeed the Orokaiva do not have a term 
corresponding to “kinship” but speak of “sharing a name.” 

This link between what it means to be related to others and what it means 
to be a self is perhaps most intriguingly brought out in the consideration of 
namesakes. If, as we have suggested, the name is the person ina nontrivial sense 
in many contexts, then the question of what it means to share a name becomes 
an important one. Occasionally systems are so individuating as to make this 
eventuality virtually impossible. According to José Kelly (personal communi- 
cation), for instance, Yanomami (another lowland Amazonian people) are so 
concerned to find unique names for their children that foreign newspapers are 
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regularly scoured for new naming material. On the other hand, Moutu (per- 
sonal communication) reports that although in lowland Papua New Guinea 
one would never expect to share a name within one’s community because 
of its implications of theft, finding a namesake in an alien community is of 
utmost importance, for that is the person through whom one can enter into 
social relations. For Orokaivans, the most important personal name links one 
with a namesake (saso). Saso partners are mutually equivalent, are treated like 
kin, and have the potential to “override” kinship relations without ever fully 
replacing them.”® The close personal identification between saso partners is 
reminiscent of Ifupiaq atiq (or namesake) relations in which the assumed 
identity of the person and the name means that those who share the same 
name in some sense share the same personhood. The Ifupiaq material medi- 
ates between that offered by Iteanu and Hugh-Jones. Like the Tukanoans, 
Imupiaq names are thought to travel through time and are talked about in 
terms of reincarnation; to carry a name is to carry forward a person. 

As with kinship, throughout the 1970s and 1980s, challenges to the ontolog- 
ical basis of gender were gaining prominence in the social sciences generally 
and within anthropology in particular. Against the backdrop of attempts to 
denaturalize kinship, Collier and Yanagisako (1987) argued that studies of 
both gender and kinship were predicated on the assumption of biological 
difference, and that analytical boundaries between the two categories needed 
to be transcended. Subsequently, Howell and Melhuus (1993) lamented the 
neglect of kinship in studies of gender and in addition the absence of gender 
in personhood studies. Whereas gender has recently become more salient in 
personhood studies,” there have been few analyses of the way names con- 
tribute to the production of gendered personhood.”® Butler’s (1993) rendi- 
tion of the semiotic production of gender is the latest of its kind. If one 
accepts Joan Scott’s concept of gender as the knowledge that establishes mean- 
ings for bodily differences (cited in Nicholson 1994:79), then names are cru- 
cial for an investigation of the ways cultural forms are inscribed onto the 
body. Establishing a link between names and gendered embodiment, Butler 
makes two basic points. The announcement of a “girl” after the birth of a 
female child initiates a compulsory enactment of certain gender dispositions. 
The name can also be the principal site of displaced gender identification 
(“crossing”) which however produces a fractured, unstable identity (Butler 
1993:143, 156). 

Both of these points deserve further examination, the grounds for which are 
offered by material in this volume. Humphrey’s discussion of the constraints 
on speech visited upon Buryat women exemplifies Butler’s first point: speech as 
well as other bodily practices comprise the normative performance of certain 
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gender dispositions. Ifiupiat names, however, reveal nothing about gender 
and whatever gendered dispositions might be in the offing — names neither 
constitute nor reflect them (Bodenhorn, this volume). Thus, names do not 
always reflect gender identities; where they do follow gendered lines, they may 
or may not map consistently onto other aspects of gendered identity, and may 
or may not be thought to compel aspects of that identity. 

Where names do carry displaceable gendered information, the conse- 
quences are not always predictable. Vom Bruck argues that among those 
Yemeni elite women who have adopted men’s names, discursive practices 
such as naming do not necessarily prove vital in gendering the person. In 
interaction with unrelated men, women’s female names must be concealed 
like other parts of the body. Cross-gender names serve to recast female bodily 
images. Names here function as body camouflage or even as a kind of sur- 
rogate “body” in that they make possible otherwise inappropriate embodied 
practices. In this paradoxical naming practice women at once subject them- 
selves to the imperatives of status honor which require them to adopt male 
names and, to an extent, become agents in their own right. However, nei- 
ther cross-identification nor the destabilization of women’s gender identity 
occurs. 

Bloch’s chapter on teknonymy in Madagascar describes a different kind of 
what Keane calls “recursive displacement” (1997:129) by exploring the process 
of how persons lose their single-gendered nature as part of a general deper- 
sonalization. Among the Zafimaniry processes of personhood occur parallel 
to inhabiting houses whose material features become ever more durable over 
time. After the birth of a child, parents must no longer be addressed by their 
personal names irrespective of whether the child survives or not. Thus, they 
gain public recognition as parents much more readily than the American 
couples described by Layne, who have suffered the loss of a child. Among the 
Zafimaniry it is parenthood, via the teknonym by which they are eventually 
addressed, rather than birth which in important respects marks one’s social 
status. The gender distinction in the teknonym is weakened as each parent 
becomes identified with the other. As Keane (1997:130) observes with reference 
to Indonesia, substitute names such as teknonyms do not simply negate the 
personal name but often point toward something else as well. The acquisition 
of a teknonym accrues prestige but also initiates a process whereby femininity 
and masculinity become fused. As they move into houses and places, persons 
are transformed from individuated, gendered persons into nonindividuated 
elders who may be referred to merely by the name of their village.*? The 
process of the gradual fusion and eventual loss of individuality and gender 
in ancestorhood is intertwined with the cumulative generative power with 
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which people imbue particular places throughout their lives and especially 
after death. Paradoxically and in stark contrast to Hong Kong women who 
never attain full personhood by reason of losing their names (Watson 1986), 
gradual depersonalization is synonymous with the resumption of the status 
of a respected elder who becomes a channel to the ancestors. 

Thus, this volume makes a long overdue contribution to recent debates on 
what we mean by kinship, the production of persons, individual personhood, 
and gender. On the assumption that discursive practices are material, practical 
and linguistic at the same time, analysis of gendering clearly requires us to go 
beyond acts of naming and re-naming to consider those psychological and 
social processes that often, but not always, generate the materialization of 
norms as well as issues of recognition. 


DISCUSSION 


The underlying focus of this volume considers the power of personal names, 
naming-as-assignation, and naming as speech. In order to examine any of 
these, we argue, all three aspects should remain in view. At the same time, 
however, our discussion also points to the importance of making an ini- 
tial intellectual separation into distinct fields of inquiry. Names need to be 
considered as things. Sometimes they are thought to reflect the true person- 
within-the-body (in which case it is often thought necessary to discover the 
“proper” name); in other cases, they are thought — at least in part — to con- 
stitute not only the persona, but also the personality of the name carrier. As 
such, they may be both separable and inseparable; they may detach —as a form 
of property — or they may be so truly an identity that to damage the name 
is to damage the person. In many of these cases, names may form an aspect, 
not of individual, but of collective property, the basis on which rights may 
be asserted and transmitted. In cases where names classify, they may convey 
coded information about, for instance, kinship, gender or class; and in the 
most individuating cases, they may convey no information other than a par- 
ticular person is a particular name. Names, then, are many things. Only in a 
few cases can they be considered meaningless markers, a point to which we 
will return. What names are in any particular context is clearly connected to 
what naming as an initial act is thought to do. Whether or not power inheres 
in a name may well have direct bearing on what sorts of powers are being 
effected in the act of naming. In a similar vein, what names are influences the 
constraints put on speaking or not speaking them. 

What emerges from the volume as a whole is that names are always impli- 
cated in social relations. These entanglements may be negative as well as 
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positive and clearly are an important factor in the ways that names may define 
or cross boundaries. Names are as ubiquitous as kinship; they are as caught 
up in histories as they are in daily social life. They serve as a means of struc- 
turing social relations as well as a powerful medium in which to talk about 
those relations. Perhaps the strongest arguments we have to offer concern the 
extent to which the material to come stretches a number of models that have 
taken central positions in recent anthropological theory, particularly with 
respect to the relationship between names, naming, identity, and relations of 
power. 

The assumed relationship between (personal) names, the self and social 
identity has been a common leit-motif in much anthropological writing. Both 
within and outside of anthropology names have often thought to “historicize” 
the self in complex ways. To return to our opening discussion, we acknowledge 
the capacity of names to facilitate memory, to allow a genealogical account 
of social time. Individual life trajectories are often marked by name shifts, 
placing the individual in time as well as in sets of social relations. However, 
any assumption that this is one of the things that names necessarily “do,” must 
be countered with the realization that for many societies, names collapse rather 
than extend time. Hugh-Jones and Iteanu, for instance, both describe systems 
in which names reflect the continuous reproduction of time. In contrast, 
Bloch’s discussion of Zafimaniry time is one of implied linear continuity. 
In this case, however, names shift as the living approach the realm of the 
dead. 

The fact that names may not identify individuals through time past does 
not, however, render them less important in terms of the roles they may play 
with reference to identity more generally. Although Iteanu is unequivocal that 
Orokaivan names do not connect people toa linear past, they nonetheless “do” 
for day-to-day social relations what biology “does” in many other societies, 
namely to define and underpin crucial social relations in time. 

The “tyranny of the name” resonates strongly with the analysis of power in 
many contexts, particularly (although certainly not uniquely) with reference 
to state systems. Not only Butler, but Derrida and Foucault have provided 
fertile arguments for an understanding of the complex ways in which power 
gets instantiated both through the assignation of names and speaking them. 
The papers by Benson, Hansen, and Humphrey analyze naming practices in 
precisely those terms — at least in part. However, anthropological discussions 
of names also invite a broader awareness of what “power” may include — 
and includes the possibility of considering a detachment of “power” from 
“politics” as the way power is exercised socially. By this we refer to the extent 
to which virtually every contribution to this volume explores the fact that 
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names themselves are thought to contain power — power that may well be 
thought to connect to or to protect from the power(s) of the cosmos. We 
pointed to this briefly in our discussion of the masking potential of names. 
According to Iteanu, Orokaiva believe that a “thick” layer of names between 
the living and the apical ancestors is needed to prevent cosmic meltdown; for 
Mongolian Buryat as well as for Alaskan Ifupiat, names may protect the living 
from illness or ill will; the power of Tukanoan names is connected directly to 
ritual efficacy and forms a crucial and inheritable resource. For Yemeni elite 
women, the assumption of a male name “neutralizes” the libidinous potential 
thought to be inherent in female names. 

An awareness that names may be thought powerful as things unto them- 
selves, leads us to another form of awareness that de-centers generalizing 
assertions about the politics of naming. What emerges from a number of 
chapters is the extent to which naming is about the recognition, rather than 
the imposition, of personhood. To the extent that people are able to negotiate 
their social relations through their own decisions concerning which names — 
and persons — are to potentiate those relations, naming is often about agency, 
about feelings of being the proper person, and crucially, about mutuality. 
Just as clearly, however, the act of naming participates in discourse in the 
Foucauldian sense. Whether we are talking about the inescapable nicknames 
taunted in a primary school playground or names inscribed in government 
documents, the potential for names to act as a trajectory of control is unmis- 
takable. In some cases, the degree of hurt inflicted is in direct connection 
to the precise meaning of the name, which is taken to be a reflection of the 
person. 

This brings us back to Socrates and the core opposition between “conven- 
tion” and “nominal essence” expressed in the Cratylus Dialogs. It is striking 
how consistently the ethnography to come suggests a common, cross-cultural 
commitment to finding the proper “fit” between person and name. To invoke 
Austin as well as Socrates, not just anyone can do the naming and not just 
any name will do. The injurious names described by Benson (like the tattoos 
etched on the arms of concentration camp inmates, or the name changes 
arbitrarily decided upon by Bureau of Indian Affairs teachers) cause harm at 
least in part, because in the processes by which slaves acquired their names, no 
attention was paid to the person within the name. Although these labels were 
identifiably “slave names,” their injury lay precisely in their denial of the very 
humanity of the name holder. Thus, the tyranny is most starkly brought into 
view in those relatively few cases when it is clear that personal names serve 
as little more than the label Mill thought was the characteristic of all proper 
names. 
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NOTES 


The Guardian, 26 June 2001:16. 

Times Higher Education Supplement 5 March 1999:22-3. Amnesty International 
recorded the pleas of Algerians whose relatives had disappeared, “to look at the 
lists of names for the bodies brought in, in anguish lest the body of their son or 
daughter might be among the many unidentified ones registered as ‘X algerie” 
(March 1990). 

The Independent, 25 May 2000:3. 


. 29 September 200112. 


Much of this literature has analyzed Western state processes (see, e.g., Jacquemet 
1992; Casey 1996; Scott 1998; Mackey 1999), but it is not unique to Western nation- 
states. The nineteenth-century Chinese philosopher Tarn Syhtorng noted: “Names 
are created by men. Superiors use them to control their inferiors.... Fathers use 
names to oppress their sons. Husbands use names to keep their wives in bondage...” 
(in Elvin 1985:175). 

Hoggett 1993 :12. In Germany, newborns must be named within a month (Civil Code, 
Germany, parag. 11, 16, 22, 69). Until 1993 France had a list of legal names: Nestor 
was permitted, Jupiter was not (Stevens 1999:158). 

In this, we are borrowing from Ricoeur (1994:161) who notes that the difference 
between life histories and literary ones lies precisely in the open-ended entanglement 
of selves in lived experience. Ricoeur borrows “Entangled in histories” from Wilhelm 
Schapp’s In Geschichten verstrickt: Zum Sein von Mensch und Ding (1953). 


. We cannot cover all existing work on personal names. We have omitted research in 


cognitive development, for instance, on how children learn names and what they are 
learning when they learn them (see, for example, Katy et al. 1974, Macnamara 1982; 
Valentine, Brennan, and Bredart 1996; Downe 2001; Shanker 2001 ). 

This has often been critical; see, for instance, Wilson 1998, Nicolaisen 1978 for Western 
Europe and the United States. 

See also, e.g., Lave 1979 and Watson 1986 on the substitution of nicknames for birth 
names among Krikati and in Hong Kong respectively; Guemple 1988 on name- 
changing as a protective measure amongst Belcher Island Inuit; and Keane 1997, on 
“name displacement” in Indonesia. 

According to Fortes, “the name is an important cultural device for . . . fusing together 
the two aspects [of personhood].” The first includes the qualities allowing the person 
to be known as the person he is supposed to be. The second underpins how the 
individual knows himself to be — or not to be — the person he is expected to be ina 
given context (1981:287). 

Lévy-Bruhl 1926:51, borrowing largely from Mooney (1891). 

Jonathan, for instance, means “precious gift to God”; Even signifies “young warrior” 
and Erin means “peace.” 

See also Azaryahu and Kook (2002); Cohen and Kliot (1992). Palestinian children are 
named after the towns and villages where their parents were born but cannot return 
to (Slyomovics 1998:202). Prior to the establishment of Israel, regulations relating 
to names emphasized the status of Jews as “foreigners” in some countries. In 1787, 
the Emperor Joseph II prohibited Jews from adopting names after places or in “the 
Jewish language” (Bering 1988:53). 
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On ways in which names carve out boundaries and reterritorialize Muslim and 
Hindu communities in a Bombay shanty town after the 1992-3 riots, see Mehta and 
Chatterji (2001 ). 

Nietzsche (1966:1065, translation vom Bruck). Roland Barthes’s autobiography 
reflects the problematic discussed by Derrida. Personal names, other than those 
of authors are avoided. Barthes (quoted in Clifford 1979:149) speaks of himself as 
“he,” “RB” and only occasionally as “I.” 

Butler (1993:280; 1997a:29). These questions are addressed throughout the volume, 
but see vom Bruck, Hansen, and Humphrey for direct engagement with Butler’s 
arguments. 

Butler (1993:225); but see also 1997a:20; 1997b:2, 5, 29, 31, 38. 

Roudinesco (1996:427). As pointed out by Grosz (1990:70), “the ‘Law of the Father,’ 
as Lacan sees it, is not a function of biological blood relations, but of systems of 
nomenclature.” Note that in classical Maliki law as practiced in Morocco, a child 
may acquire his or her father’s name for up to five years after his disappearance 
or death. The notion of the “sleeping fetus” is enshrined in the law (Mir-Hosseini 
1993:143). 

Much of M. Strathern’s (1991:75—6) work on Melanesia challenges Western views of 
the ontological distinction between objects and persons, a central theme of Mauss’ 
famous Essai sur le don. She argues that Euro-Americans conceive of individuals 
as conceptually distinct from the relations that bring them together (1988:12-13). 
However, in consideration of the Lacanian anguish, is this true of named individuals? 
As illustrated in this volume, a person who shares a name with another is no longer 
fully differentiated or irreducibly unique — he or she comes to represent something 
larger than him/herself. Thus in the European context, too, we suggest the named 
body contains within itself plural relations. 

See also Graeber’s (1999:342) insightful study of Malagasy slaves. For some, the mem- 
ory of their parents’ names is felt as a kind of violence they cannot bear. In contrast 
to both Graeber and Benson, Keane’s examination of Indonesian slavery throws up 
a significantly different relationship between slave, master and names. Indonesian 
nobility manifests itself in name avoidance such that noblemen are addressed as lord 
of X. Thus, the slave’s name enables his master’s social existence by becoming one 
source of his name. The slave, who represents the master, emerges in place of that 
which is concealed and dominant (Keane 1997:59; 63,131). 

These practices may serve to guarantee survival. For example, in the eighteenth 
century the family of the French historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie dropped “de” 
for fear of being persecuted as nobles. 

See, for instance, Needham (1960; 1971 ), Barnes (1961 ), and Schneider (1968, 1984). 
Carsten’s recent volume (2000) advances the discussion in innovative ways. However, 
naming as a means of generating relationships is referred to only in Bodenhorn’s 
contribution to that volume. In Loizos and Heady’s (1999) recent collection, naming 
is only mentioned in passing. Single works, however, continue to touch on these 
issues. For example, Hayden’s (1995:50) study of lesbian kinship in the United States 
shows that children obtain the combined or hyphenated surnames of both their 
biological and non-biological mother. 

Celebrations on behalf of expectant mothers who receive gifts for the unborn baby 
corroborate Meyers’ argument (Layne 1996:139). However, in view of the legal rights 
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of the unborn these phenomena do not present novel developments in the conceptu- 
alization of kinship. The German Civil Code (Paragraph 1923, Subsection 1) entitles 
the fetus to inheritance from the moment of conception. A French court recently 
granted a pension to an Algerian-born Frenchman for the suffering he incurred in 
his mother’s womb when she was raped by French soldiers (Le Monde 24 November 
2001:11). 

Just as the Orokaiva may deny close relatives their rights over land because they live 
in their saso’s village, the Kaluli make claims over others by virtue of sharing a name 
with a victim’s relatives (Schieffelin 1976:50, 56-8). 

See, for instance, Strathern (1981 a/b, 1988); Boddy (1989); Meigs (1990). 

In his review of person-centerd ethnography, for instance, Hollan (2001) takes up 
issues neither of gender nor names. A notable exception is Watson (1986). 
Compare Geertz’s (1973 ) argument that the Balinese system of teknonymy gradually 
erases individuality. 


Drawing on her work with parents who have experienced pregnancy loss in the 
United States, Layne introduces in her chapter many of the themes that are 
considered ethnographically throughout the volume. She explores why potential 
parents may assign names in some cases, but not in others; why the particular 
name is so important; what names may do in the creation and commemoration 
of personhood; why speaking names may be a profound aspect of those processes 
and how names may be commodified. Crucially, Layne examines how shifts in 
contemporary American naming practices are altering the relationship between 
social and biological birth, thus setting the frame for subsequent discussions of 
boundary formation, metamorphosis, and bridging. 


“Your Child Deserves a Name”: Possessive Individualism 
and the Politics of Memory in Pregnancy Loss 


LINDA LAYNE 


In recent years, miscarriage, stillbirth, and early infant death have increasingly 
come to pose problems of meaning for middle-class Americans. What is the 
status of the woman, of her partner, of that which was lost? Why did it happen? 
What does it mean? How ought one to behave? The dominant strategy in the 
United States for dealing with this ambiguity is to minimize the loss. Medical 
explanations stress how common such events are, how insignificant they are in 
terms of predicting the outcome of a subsequent pregnancy, and indeed how 
beneficial such losses are—“nature’s way of taking care ofitself.” Family, friends, 
and co-workers, people who may have celebrated the pregnancy and joined 
in the co-construction of the incipient personhood of “the baby,” sometimes 
respond to the loss by acting as if nothing happened, as if the woman had never 
even been pregnant. Those who do acknowledge the loss often minimize its 
importance with comments like, “It was only a miscarriage,” “At least you 
didn’t get to know her,” “You can always have another,” “It was for the best.” 
Members of pregnancy loss support groups move against this current and 
often forcefully assert their status as parents and that which was lost as a 
“baby,” a legitimate source of grief. 

In this essay I describe when, to, and by whom names are given, their mean- 
ing, and their use by bereaved parents, members of their social networks, and 
pregnancy loss support group leaders. Narratives of loss reveal a complex 
and changing set of naming practices. Social birth has been decoupled from 
biological birth, made manifest by the fact that fetuses are frequently being 
named during pregnancy. At the same time, new laws reflecting the increasing 
importance of fetal personhood are enabling stillborn infants to be named 
months after their birth/death. Choosing, giving, and using a name are politi- 
cal acts and as the title of this essay indicates, sometimes explicitly cast within 
the pregnancy loss support movement in terms of the liberal political rhetoric 
of personal, individual rights. Because the subject of pregnancy loss is a site 
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of struggle over the construction of identity it offers a unique and valuable 
perspective on the power of names. Analysis of the place and role of names and 
naming in these narratives illuminates the relation between naming and per- 
sonhood and allows for a more nuanced understanding of the anthropological 
concept of social birth. It also points to new developments in the ideology of 
possessive individualism and civil rights in contemporary American culture. 


STUDYING PREGNANCY LOSS SUPPORT 


The first pregnancy loss support groups were established in the United States 
in the mid-1970s. During the 1980s such groups spread quickly throughout the 
country. By 1993 there were over 900 such groups (SHARE 1993). By 2000 the 
numbers had dropped to 709 (SHARE 2000) due to the advent of web-based 
support and the pregnancy loss movement’s success in encouraging hospitals 
to offer better support. 

My research between 1986-2002 focused on three support organizations: 
UNITE, a regional group with about ten support groups serving Pennsylvania 
and New Jersey; SHARE, the nation’s largest pregnancy loss support organi- 
zation with groups throughout the United States; and the New York Section 
of the National Council of Jewish Women’s support group in New York City. I 
attended support group meetings, undertook a textual analysis of the newslet- 
ters of UNITE (1981-2002) and SHARE (1984-2002), and interviewed the 
founding members of these and other groups. I completed UNITE’s train- 
ing program for support counselors, and participated, first as a “parent” 
and later as a “professional,” at special events sponsored by these groups. 

Most support group meetings are attended by couples although sometimes 
women and more occasionally men attend on their own. Women, mostly 
mothers but sometimes other relatives, friends, and nurses, write the vast 
majority of the newsletter items. Men (mostly fathers but occasionally grand- 
fathers, uncles, or brothers) contribute more regularly to the SHARE newslet- 
ter (about 12% of the personal items) than they do to the UNITE newsletter 
(about 4%). 

Members are predominately white and middle-class. All three groups are 
ecumenical and include Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant members.’ Some 
founders of pregnancy loss groups are supporters of women’s right to choose, 
while others clearly feel their work in this area complements their anti- 
abortion stand. This divisive issue has remained relatively submerged in the 
pregnancy loss support movement as leaders have striven to champion their 
shared goals and gain strength through unity. Individual participants may not 
share, or even know, the position of their group’s leaders on abortion. 
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The number of pregnancy losses increased in the past two decades due 
to increasing maternal age, environmental toxins, and infertility treatments. 
Most “miscarriages” (the lay term for spontaneous abortion) occur during the 
first trimester. Accounts of second trimester miscarriages, stillbirths, and early 
infant deaths, though much less common than first trimester miscarriages, 
appear more frequently in the newsletters and at support group meetings. 


WHEN NAMES ARE GIVEN: THE DECOUPLING OF BIOLOGICAL 
AND SOCIAL BIRTH 


Contemporary accounts of pregnancy loss in the United States indicate that 
names are being given during pregnancy, at birth, and sometimes many years 
after a birth/death. These data challenge accepted models of naming practices 
in the United States. According to convention, children should be named at 
or shortly after birth (Alford 1993:268). Humorous stories often are generated 
as the result of last-minute name selection. Since it is assigning a name that 
turns newborns into “somebodies,” each nameless day that passes after birth 
heightens anxiety. By all means, babies should be named before they leave the 
liminal space of the hospital; the official birth certificate completed by hospital 
staff serves to enforce this social norm. 

Anthropologists have used the differences between this U.S. practice and 
naming norms in many societies to develop the distinction between social 
and biological birth. According to anthropological convention, “biological 
and social birth are not recognized as separate events in Western societies” 
(Morgan 1996:24),” but are often separate elsewhere. In such cases anthropol- 
ogists report that social birth occurs some time after the biological birth, often 
as part of a ceremony that endsa period of ritual seclusion for mother and new- 
born. It is not until this period is ritually ended that personhood is attributed 
and the baby welcomed as a new member of the society. One of the most com- 
mon features of such rituals is naming. For example, in rural China a “child- 
reaching-full-month” ceremony is held at which “the child is shaved and given 
a personal name by his maternal uncle” (Fei 1946:35). Among the Wari’ of 
Amazonia, mothers and their newborns remain in seclusion for six weeks after 
birth and the baby is referred to during that time by a term which means “still 
being made.” The child is given a personal name once seclusion ends and it 
begins interacting with the wider community (Conklin and Morgan 1996:672). 
In the Gambia, a newborn is “ritually carried outdoors, named, and blessed, to 
establish its place in the paternal family” about one week after birth (Bledsoe 
1999:26). In some U.S. slave communities, children were not named until 
one month after birth. Historical research suggests that during the colonial 
years, New Englanders also delayed naming and the associated attribution 
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of personhood for some time after birth, referring to their infants “as ‘it,’ 
‘the little stranger,’ or ‘the baby’ until the “little strangers became familiar” 
(Scholten 1985:61). Whereas in the above, social birth always occurs after bio- 
logical birth, recent accounts of pregnancy loss reveal that naming — and thus 
social birth — can occur either well before or well after biological birth. 

As I have described elsewhere (Layne 1999a,b, 2000a,b, 2003 ), personhood 
is now being, or at least beginning to be, attributed during the course of preg- 
nancies. Scholars of the new assistive conception technologies report names, 
or nicknames, being given at the very earliest stages of pregnancy. For exam- 
ple, it is not uncommon for couples undergoing in vitro fertilization (IVF) to 
name embryos as they are placed in a woman’s woman, that is, before implan- 
tation (Becker 20007121, 156). About one third of the 100 American women 
interviewed for a 1993 book on miscarriage had “named their babies”; some 
had done so before getting pregnant, others did “during their pregnancies, 
and some after their miscarriages” (Allen and Marks 1993:37). 

At least some of the names given during a pregnancy are nicknames, or 
names intended as temporary “womb names.” Teresa Page (1986) of Rockford, 
Illinois, tells of how she named the “baby” she miscarried at ten and a half 
weeks gestation, Sammy, and explains that this name had been “intended as 
a ‘womb-name’ by which we could talk personally to and about our baby.” 
Anthropologist Rayna Rapp describes how, during the pregnancy that she 
ultimately terminated because the amniocentesis found Down syndrome, her 
husband called “the fetus XYLO. XY for its unknown sex, LO for the love we 
were pouring into it” (Rapp 1984, cf. Becker 2000:99). 

In contrast to societies discussed in the Introduction, where nicknames of 
newborns and young children serve “to mask a person’s true identity” (to 
protect from witchcraft attack) or where “ugly” or “silly” names are given to 
mask the value of the child, these silly nicknames speak to the uncertainty 
of the “person’s true identity.” Unlike many other instances of nicknaming 
(see Chapter 7), these are given by the very people who also decide the formal 
name. 

Biological and social birth are also decoupled when “babies” are named well 
after their birth/death. Whereas in many societies naming normally occurs 
a few weeks after birth, in the United States, naming now sometimes occurs 
months or even years afterwards. Tusi Fhurong’s (2001) third child died in 
utero. She explains that she chose not to name her baby but then, six months 
after the loss, changed her mind. “At the time, I was never able to name her. 
I didn’t want a ‘name’ to bring me sadness for the rest of my life.” Christmas 
came about six months later and she found it hard to get in the Christmas 
spirit. While reluctantly decorating for Christmas she was inspired to name 
her baby “Hope,” the name on the box of “the treetop angel that our family 
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used.... From that day on, my baby’s name became Hope. Naming her put 
a little closure on my loss. Her memory became more peaceful and not just 
a horrible nightmare.” Cindy Cummings (1984) from Sheboygan, Wisconsin 
tells of her “first and only son” who was miscarried at three months’ gestation. 
Writing six months later, on what had been his due date, Christmas Day, she 
presents her decision to name him as a Christmas gift to him. 

Sometimes women decide to name their baby after an even longer inter- 
val. Mary Lou Eddy (1986) of Schenectady, New York, reported in a SHARE 
newsletter that she had recently named her baby who had died ten years ear- 
lier, presumably by grace of a new law, which was announced elsewhere in 
that issue. According to that article, a bill had been passed in 1984 in New York 
“concerning naming our babies — even after a death certificate has been filed.” 
This bill overturned a law that had stated 


if a child dies without a given name, there shall be entered in the space provided 
for the name the words ‘died unnamed.’ This law made it impossible to name 
a baby once a death certificate had been filed. The new law changes this unfair, 
insensitive law so that it now possible through a designated form to finally name 
our unnamed babies if we so desire. (SHARE 1986 9(1):6). 


This case points to the nexus of law and names. Although naming one’s chil- 
dren is generally understood to be a private, personal matter, this law makes 
clear that the state has an interest in controlling the naming of its citizens. The 
law requires that “people” be named; changing one’s name for what ever rea- 
son, including marriage or divorce, requires legal action. Applications for pass- 
ports and other identification documents require that one report any previous 
names one has gone by. State law governs naming in cases of pregnancy loss. 
Until recently, birth certificates were reserved for live births. The MISS Foun- 
dation has managed to change the laws in thirteen states so that women who 
lose a baby after twenty-four weeks may now also receive a birth certificate. 

During pregnancies after a loss, women often consciously delay engaging 
in acts such as naming which serve to personify. Dorothy named her first 
two children while pregnant, the second of whom died nine days after birth. 
Subsequently she learned she was carrying a girl but did not name her until 
several days after she was born. “I couldn’t allow myself to become attached 
in the same way. It just had to be an anonymous baby.” 


WHO IS NAMED (AND WHO ISN'T) 


The social construction of personhood is particularly well illustrated in cases 
where the social dimensions are decoupled from the biological — either where a 
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name is given to an entity that lacks the biological potential to develop into an 
infant; or where a name is withheld from an entity that does. For instance, some 
pregnancy loss support group members report naming a “blighted ovum.” In 
successful pregnancies a fertilized egg divides some cells into the pregnancy 
sac and others form the embryo. “In the case of a blighted ovum, the second 
stage just does not happen: the pregnancy sac develops but the embryo does 
not” (Scher and Dix 1990:43). More blighted ova are being diagnosed now than 
in the past because of the use of ultrasound in early pregnancy and perhaps 
because they are more frequent in older couples (ibid:43—4). The same holds 
true for “vanishing twins.” 

Teresa Page (1986) explains that even though there was no embryo present, 
“to us this was our long-awaited and prayed-for baby.” Kathy White Casey 
(1997) also named a blighted ovum. In a piece called “How Early is Too Early? 
Mourning a Baby Lost Through Miscarriage,” Kathy tells of how she named 
both of her first-trimester pregnancy losses. The first she miscarried at eleven 
weeks; the second was part of a double conception from which one embryo 
developed into a living child but “its twin,” who she named, was a blighted 
ovum, lost at six weeks. 

The person-making power of naming is also evident in cases where would- 
be parents choose not to name. For example, the Los Angeles Times describes 
the experience of a couple who conceived triplets with the use of fertility 
drugs. After soul-searching they decided to “selectively terminate” one fetus to 
give the other two greater chances of surviving. The fetus that had been selected 
for termination died before this could be done. The parents were relieved that 
it had been taken out of their hands. They named the remaining boy and 
girl but not the one that had died. Shortly thereafter the other fetuses died 
(Marsh 2002). In other words, even though the three fetuses were of approx- 
imately the same gestational age, only those that the parents had selected to 
keep were invested with personhood and named. Hospital staff often play a 
role in decisions about personifying these liminal entities on the margins of 
life/death, encouraging in some cases and discouraging in others. 

In her research on acardiac twins (fetuses that are missing the heart, and 
sometimes head, and/or arms), Blizzard (2000; forthcoming) has found that 
women sometimes treat the acardiac as “tissue,” “a mass,” or “atumor” (which 
is not named but sometimes buried); sometimes as a “baby” (who is named); 
and sometimes alternate between these two opposing understandings (and 
may or may not choose to name s/he/it.) 

These accounts not only illustrate a separation between biological and 
social birth, they also illuminate problems with the very concept of social 
birth. “Social birth” is modeled on “biological birth” yet differs in substantial 
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respects. Whereas biological birth is a one-time event, accomplished bya single 
individual, and once done cannot be reversed, the attribution of personhood 
is a gradual, collaborative process, and as the case of pregnancy loss makes so 
clear, personhood often is only provisionally granted and is frequently revoked 
if the pregnancy does not end in a live birth. 


WHAT NAMES ARE GIVEN 


According to Alford (1993:268), in “approximately 3 of 4 societies in the world, 
names indicate a child’s sex.” In the United States, “the vast majority of given 
names are sex-typed.” The trend toward naming before birth is fueled by 
the fact that sonograms and prenatal chromosomal tests are enabling sex 
identification during the pregnancy (Cartwright 1993; Mitchell 1994; Taylor 
2000). Pre-implantation genetic diagnosis is now allowing some families not 
only to know, but also to select, the sex before a pregnancy even begins (Kalb 
2004). Parents also sometimes learn the sex post facto if a pathology exam is 
undertaken following a miscarriage. 

However, the fact that most pregnancy losses occur before sexual organs 
have developed makes naming difficult in these cases. Pregnancy loss sup- 
port leaders offer suggestions to parents for dealing with this challenge. Sue 
Friedeck, editor of the SHARE newsletter, encourages parents to “name your 
baby” and suggests that “if he/she was lost early, use a name that is gender neu- 
tral or use ‘Baby’ with your surname” (1999:5). Teresa Page (1986) explained 
that “we don’t know if our baby was a boy or girl but the name [Sammy] is 
applicable to either.” She and her husband also named another “child” she 
miscarried at nine weeks gestation the gender-neutral name, Robin. 

Others solve this problem by intuiting the sex. Allen and Marks found that 
“although almost none of the [100] women [they interviewed] had physical 
evidence or medical verification of their babies’ sex, half of them ‘had a feeling’ 
about the sex of their babies. Some described a knowingness about it, whereas 
others felt a suspicion...” One of the women they interviewed explained, 
“T had a feeling it was a boy in the image of his father. I had that feeling all 
along. ... Part of me really knows it was a boy. My critical side says, “You don’t 
know anything.’ My intuitive side says, “it’s a boy” (Allen and Marks 1993 :37).3 
Still others feel parenthood gives them the prerogative of choosing the sex. 
Sandy Smith (1999) tells of how she became depressed after having her second 
miscarriage at about six weeks and began to see a therapist. “Finally I decided 
to choose names for my babies. Since I was their mom, I decided to choose 
their gender.” 

In contrast to many societies, U.S. parents “typically have free choice in 
selecting children’s names” (Alford 1993:269), but there is a pronounced 
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preference for naming them after relatives, about six of ten receiving “a first 
or middle name from a relative.” This is “especially true of boys and first- 
born children” and among “the higher social classes.” This male bias is not 
universal. One woman explains, “It felt really good to name her Katherine 
Rose, my mother’s name. It lets me know she was alive and part of me. It’s like 
accepting her as mine and accepting myself as her Mother” (Allen and Marks 
1993:38).4 

Names are often selected during the pregnancy, and even before preg- 
nancy, particularly in the case of first-born sons and daughters. Dorothy, an 
Ashkanazi Jew, explained the process she and her husband (a Christian) named 
their daughter Katherine Faye, after Dorothy’s grandmother, and addressed 
her by that name for the duration of the pregnancy. During her next pregnancy, 
she relates, “We settled on Ben Carl. Ben was a name we all liked and Carl 
was Rick’s father’s name....1I addressed him by name and spoke to him and 
the whole family referred to him by name.” Ben died days after birth and they 
named their subsequent daughter Carly, in memory of her recently deceased 
older brother and the grandfather whom he in turn had thus honored. 

The choice of Carly, as well as the choice of Sammy, mentioned above, also 
speaks to the fact that in the United States, female names are often “derived 
from male names... while the opposite is rarely true” (Alford 1993:269). This 
issue is also discussed in the introduction to More Baby Names (Globe 2002:5). 
The book instructs prospective parents that if they name their boy an old- 
fashioned name for both sexes, like Lyn, Carol, or Kim, the child “will have 
no end of grief.” They note that “parents of boys are much more careful not 
to cross gender lines than parents of girls... [who] often feel that a ‘power’ 
name for their little darling will give her an edge in the business world.” 

Granting names before birth poses those who have a pregnancy loss with 
the dilemma of whether to give the chosen name to this baby or to keep it for 
the next. Historians report that up until the middle of the eighteenth century 
in England and the end of the nineteenth century in the United States (Smith 
1994) it was “common practice to give a new-born son the same first name 
as an elder sibling” who had recently died, “especially if it was the traditional 
name for the head of the family” (Stone 1979:257; Scholten 1985:61). Among at 
least some slave communities, newborns were often named for dead siblings or 
cousins (Gutman 1976:192). Sometimes the patronym was even given to more 
than one living child in case the eldest son died (Stone 1979:257; Scholten 
1985:61), but this had become less common by the seventeenth century (Stone 
1979:257). 

Stone believed that necronymic naming had “died out by the late eighteenth 
century, indicating a recognition that names were highly personal and could 
not be readily transferred from child to child” (1979:258). The practice, which 
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had been common in Hingham, Massachusetts, between 1640 and 1880, had 
disappeared in this locale by 1800 (Smith 1994) but it continued at least until 
the mid-nineteenth century among slaves and former slaves (Gutman 1976).> 
A tombstone in Troy, New York, lists the names of the eleven sons of Mary 
(1862-1912) and Charles (1862-1939) Akuilian, the first three of whom were 
named Paul thus suggesting that this practice endured at least into the second 
half of the nineteenth century, at least among some ethnic communities in 
the United States. 

Apparently in the case of pregnancy loss this practice continues in a some- 
what altered form. A name may be given while in utero but then, if there is a 
demise during the pregnancy or shortly after birth, the name may be revoked 
so as to be given to a subsequent survivor. Sometimes if the name is revoked, 
an alternative, less valuable, replacement name is given. In the first case, the 
personhood of the child is entirely revoked; in the second case, personhood 
is still attributed, but diminished social value is given. 

A labor and delivery nurse at a level 3, tertiary care center explains, 


When I hand the baby to the mother, I introduce the baby as ‘your son’ or ‘your 
daughter.’ I make every attempt to place this baby into the family. When the 
family discusses naming, I suggest that they can either use the name that they 
had originally chosen, or they may wish to save that name for another child and 
choose something different. The point is to encourage naming this baby, to help 
give him or her an identity within the family. (Beard and Ward 200185) 


In their “guide for parents whose child dies before birth, at birth or shortly 
after birth,” Schwiebert and Kirk (1985:19) instruct, “your child deserves a 
name” and “strongly encourage you to give your baby a name, preferably the 
name you had been planning for the child all along. Don’t ‘save’ the name for 
your next child. It rightly belongs to this one.”® 

One couple describes how they grappled with this choice during their first 
pregnancy. The first of twin boys was born just short of twenty-three weeks 
and his chances for survival were very slim. This presented the parents with 
the dilemma of whether to give the name they had chosen for their first-born 
son to this boy whose chances of survival were so poor, or to keep the name 
for the other baby, whose chances of survival were better. 


We did not tell the hospital our name choice right away; he was known as Baby A. 
We considered giving him a different name than Jack. Given the circumstances of 
his delivery, we considered naming him after Carmen’s younger brother, who had 
died a few years earlier. After thinking about it some more, we decided that since 
Jack was the name we had chosen for our first son, we should stick with that name. 
We felt that if we gave him a different name, it would be like admitting we did 
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not think he would survive. We could not bear to give up hope yet. (Anonymous 
2001 :28) 


Although some feel strongly about not giving a chosen name to another 
child, several women report naming a plant associated with their loss after 
their baby and then treating that plant as a something of a surrogate. Dorothy 
named the jade plant that friends from church brought her the day Ben died. 
It started as a small piece but is “now very large. We named it Ben because, 
you know, it’s not just a plant. It’s a living..., it’s a memory. I try to use that 
as a feeling of his presence.” 


THE MEANING OF NAMES 


Interest in the meaning of given names is a common aspect of popular Amer- 
ican consumer culture. A range of goods such as wall plaques, mugs, and 
decorative plastic thermal glasses are proffered for sale, which describe the 
meaning and qualities associated with a person’s name. The meanings of per- 
sonal names (along with origin, and “famous namesakes”) are also a standard 
feature of the plethora of inexpensive, mass-marketed, baby name books pub- 
lished and sold in the United States. Many people now consult one or more 
name books when choosing the name for their child. 

Bereaved parents often offer an explanation of the meaning of name they 
chose in narratives of loss published in support group newsletters. In describ- 
ing the stillbirth of her daughter, Simone Angelica, at full term “for no appar- 
ent reason,” Donna Kelly (1995) explains, her name means “angel who listens 
intently.” Rebekah Mitchell (1997) describes how they named a son who died 
at 30 weeks gestation from a cord accident. “Early in our marriage, Byron and 
I decided that if we had two boys, our second son would be named Jonathon. 
I had always loved that name.” When informed during her second pregnancy 
that she was again expecting a boy, 


we discovered that Jonathon would indeed be the name of our baby. I was delighted 
to find out that his name meant precious gift from God. I was even more certain 
that our baby was going to be a miracle and a testimony of God’s mercy and grace. 
We chose Daniel as his middle name as it was the name of my grandfather who 
was a preacher and great man of God. 


Sandy Smith (1999), the woman who chose the gender for her two early 
miscarriages, explains how she chose their names. 


I chose the name Christofer Even for my first child, with Christopher meaning 
‘Christbearer’ and Evan (from the Welsh) meaning ‘young warrior’ — my little 
fighter; The Gaelic of Evan means ‘gift of God.’ For my second child, I chose the 


42 THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF NAMES AND NAMING 


name Erin Elyse: Erin meaning ‘peace’ and Elyse, a derivative of Elysia (from the 
Latin), meaning ‘sweetly blissful.’ In mythology, Elysium was the dwelling place 
of happy souls. 


It is possible that this interest in the meaning of personal names is even 
more pronounced in cases of pregnancy loss because the mechanisms for 
creating and attributing meaning to the individual’s life are so truncated. 
Laura Phillips (1995) suggests, a name, and a body, are all her babies have to 
show for their brief time on earth. In her piece “Angel Children,” she writes, 
“Angels in Heaven, that’s what they became, after leaving this Earth with a 
body and name.” 


USE OF NAMES: SPEAKING, HEARING, INSCRIBING 


A number of bereaved mothers express the need to speak their baby’s names 
and have it spoken by others. For example, in a piece entitled and addressed 
to “Megan,” Judy Douglass (1988) of Frankfort, Indiana, writes, “I have a 
need to speak of you. A need to say your name.” There appears to be gender 
differences within couples in this regard. In her piece “’m here, Daddy,” 
Michell Chiffens (1991 ) describes the stress in her marriage that resulted from 
the different ways she and her husband handled the stillbirth. “He couldn’t 
talk about her; I thought he didn’t care. He couldn’t say her name; I thought 
he forgot.” Bernadette McCauley (1986) describes similar differences in the 
way she and her husband grieved. “He can’t say her name. He says ‘baby’, ‘the 
baby.’ When I say ‘Kathie’, his insides are trembling.” 

Outside the nuclear family the use of the baby’s name appears to be even 
rarer. A number of women comment on how infrequent and how very much 
appreciated it is when others use the name of their dead child. One of the 
respondents in a study on pregnancy after a perinatal loss conveyed how much 
it meant to her that the staff at the medical group where she went during her 
subsequent pregnancy “called my (dead) daughter by name” (Cote-Arsenault 
and Morrison-Beedy 2001 :242). Cathy Holthaus (1999), whose son was still- 
born at full term due to a knot in the umbilical cord, writes “We know now 
that a friend who says, ‘I’ve been thinking about you since you lost your baby’ 
and waits for a response . .. is a gift” and goes on to say that an even “better gift 
is when someone” uses her son’s name. Ina piece entitled “Speak His Name,” 
which Anita Horning (2000) wrote five years after her son died hours after 
birth because of a heart defect, she explains, “I am ardently grateful to people 
who speak his name, the brave handful that do. Others look down or away 
when I refer to our middle child, some shift in their seats, waiting for the sub- 
ject to change. Still others stiffen and leave the room.” She ends by instructing, 
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“.. just speak his name,...It’s simple, but means more than you will ever 
know.” Lori Jones (1991) reports similar reactions when she talks about her 
loss and mentions her child by name. “I talk about ‘it.’ Nobody moves a mus- 
cle. It hangs over them like a rain cloud, dark and looming. They have not 
come prepared. I mention your name. Off it slides into the air, slipping past 
their shoulders, they sit in fear chatting aimlessly until they’re sure it’s gone.” 

Pregnancy loss support group leaders understand bereaved parents’ need for 
their baby’s name to be spoken and special pregnancy loss events almost always 
include an opportunity for this to happen. For example, in 1987 a “Cherished 
Children’s Park” was dedicated “in honor of the little ones everywhere” and 
SHARE published an account of the remembrance service. “Dozens of families 
gathered to publicly ‘remember’ their children — the precious children who 
have died. ... Inside the hall, the children’s names were called out one by one 
and their families came forward to accept a white rosebud in remembrance of 
each.” At the memorial service at UNITE’s tweny-fifth anniversary celebration, 
founding member Janis Heil assured parents that “facilitators will remember 
your baby’s name, even if they don’t remember yours and they will say their 
name.” People were invited to write the name/s of their dead babies on lavender 
index cards when they registered. At the end of the ceremony one of the 
UNITE facilitators read the names out loud to a musical accompaniment. 
Parents were asked to stand when their baby’s name was read so that they and 
their baby could be “acknowledged.” Sandy Smith, who named her two early 
miscarriages, tells of attending a memorial service at a pregnancy loss support 
conference where she “arose and lit a candle for each of my babies, and recited 
their names aloud, in public, for the first time.” 

The inscription of names is also important. One of the places the baby’s 
names are routinely inscribed is in the support group newsletters — in prose 
pieces and poems (a large proportion of pieces are titled either simply with the 
baby’s name, or include the name in the title as in “For Michael,” “In Memory 
of Emily,” or “To Spenser”), and in the list of memorial donations. 

The newsletters also often include recommendations for ways of memorial- 
izing babies that involve the inscription of their names. For example, UNITE’s 
1985/6 list of suggested ways of “remembering your child at the holidays” 
includes a number of things that involve person/alizing a memorial object 
by having the baby’s name inscribed upon it — “Buy an ornament to hang 
on the tree or by a window. You can have your baby’s name and birth date 
inscribed on it. Give yourself a gift of a charm upon which your baby’s name 
is engraved” (UNITE 1985/6 5 (2):2). 

Such inscriptions illustrate an extension of practices associated with 
“the invention of childhood” (Aries 1962; Stone 1979). According to Stone 
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(1979:257), “the earliest evidence of greater attention being paid to infants and 
children was the tendency in England, beginning in the late sixteenth century, 
to record upon tombs erected decades later children who died in infancy.” 
He also notes that between the late sixteenth and mid-eighteenth century the 
number of “very short-lived infants” of aristocrats who were omitted from 
genealogies dropped from fifteen percent to under one percent and suggests 
that this also reflects “a greater concern to register the existence on earth, how- 
ever brief, of all infants born.” He cites naming as “evidence that, for the first 
time, parents were beginning to recognize that each child, even if it lived only 
for a few hours or days, had its own unique individuality” (Stone 1979:257). 
The pregnancy loss support movement is extending this logic to a new cate- 
gory and seeks to include those who did not even live “a few hours or days,” 
or, more accurately, they are seeking to redefine the definition of “living.” 

In both cases, the early modern practices of inscribing the dead baby’s 
name along with those of other family members on a tomb or genealogy, and 
the contemporary practices of pregnancy loss support members of inscribing 
the baby’s name along with those of other children on a set of Christmas 
stockings or a charm bracelet, the baby is being constructed as part of the 
collective identity of the family. 

Pregnancy loss support groups also frequently orchestrate the listing of 
unrelated dead baby’s names together. In so doing they are drawing on a dis- 
tinctive commemorative practice introduced after World War I. Lists of names 
of the dead became “the keystone” of the new commemorative practices fol- 
lowing the war (Sherman 1999:66). Monuments were erected in each village 
in France listing the names of those who died in the war and massive monu- 
ments were built on the front, grouping together all those who perished there. 
According to Laqueur (1994:154), the “central problem of... design [of the 
major monuments of the western front] was to find room for the plethora of 
names.” Sherman (1999) and Laqueur (1994) agree that these lists are evidence 
of the “fruits of mass democracy” and represent a “distinctively modern form 
of commemoration” (Sherman 1999:66). 

This World War I innovation was the inspiration for Lin’s design for the 
Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, D.C. (Sherman 1999:67) and her wall, 
in turn, has inspired other “walls of remembrance.” One was erected by Syra- 
cuse University, inscribing the names of the thirty-five students who died 
aboard Pan Am flight 103 when it was blown up by terrorists over Lockerbie, 
Scotland. The Million Mom March Foundation constructed a wall inscribed 
with the names of children killed by gunfire in this country on Mother’s Day 
2000 in Washington, D.C. Related practices involving the listing of the names 
of the dead are also found at contemporary memorials for victims of AIDS, 
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DWI (driving while intoxicated), school violence, terrorist attacks, and organ 
donors. 

In each of these cases, the shared circumstances of untimely death serve 
to create a collective identity. Likewise, collective rituals of pregnancy loss 
support group the names of the dead individuals together, thereby forging 
a common identity based on the circumstances of their deaths rather than 
biological relatedness. For example, in 1985 a Memorial Plaque was placed on 
the wall near the entrance to St. John’s Hospital, home of the National SHARE 
office. The announcement in the SHARE newsletter listed each of the eighteen 
baby’s names “embossed in bronze” and invited others to send a donation and 
“their baby’s name if they wish[ed] to have it added to the plaque” (SHARE 
1986 9(5):7). 

In October 1989 a commemorative quilt, which appears to be a direct bor- 
rowing and adaptation of the AIDS quilt, was displayed on the mall during 
the Pregnancy and Infant Loss Awareness Weekend March on Washington. 
Individuals created baby quilts commemorating the lives of their “baby/ies” 
and these were then used like quilting squares to form a larger collective quilt 
for their local group, which in turn, was linked together with the quilts of sup- 
port groups from around the country. Pregnancy loss support organizations 
often display such quilts of their events. 

Each of UNITE’s conferences ends with a memorial service at which 
the names of all the participants’ dead babies are inscribed and collec- 
tively displayed. At one of these events participants were invited to write 
their baby/ies name/s on felt flowers which were then displayed on a felt 
banner; on another occasion, the names were inscribed on tissue paper but- 
terflies which were then displayed together on a tree. Because of the web, the 
baby’s names honored at pregnancy loss support events, which in the past 
would have not retained a group identity after the event, are now being pre- 
served as a group on the organization’s web site, for example, on the “virtual 
tour” of their twenty-fifth anniversary celebration (http://region/philly.com/ 
community/UNITEINC). 

The collective pregnancy loss memorial practice of tree planting and dedica- 
tion also often includes the inscription of names. Sister Jane Marie Lamb (1986) 
published a report of one such event held October 1985 in a park in ILlinois; 
Kathy Kuhn (1987) did the same for one held in Allentown, Pennsylvania, in 
1987, and I attended a similar event during the 1989 Pregnancy and Infant Loss 
Awareness Weekend in Washington, D.C. On each occasion, “families were 
offered the opportunity to write their babies’ names on paper and place it near 
the roots of the tree. At the conclusion of the ceremony, many families took 
the shovel and covered the paper with soil so their precious babies’ names 
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could integrate into the soil and nurture the tree” (Lamb 1986). The names 
here serve as a ritual substitute for the burial of bodies and as we will see in 
the next section, grief for pregnancy loss is often complicated by the absence 
of bodies and burials. 


NAMES, BODIES, AND MEMORY 


Another World War I (WWI) innovation was the ideal that each and every 
casualty deserved an individual, personally identified grave in consecrated 
ground (Laqueur 1994). According to Laqueur (1994:155) “this represented 
a radical departure, not only from earlier military practice... but also from 
nineteenth-century British domestic custom” of burial in “collective... shaft 
graves.” Efforts to achieve this ideal were prodigious but despite great effort 
it is estimated that “no more than a quarter of the four hundred thousand 
Frenchmen killed [in the Verdun theater] would ever be buried in individual 
graves” (Sherman 1994:189) and by the end, the remains of approximately 
517,000 were “unknowns” (Laqueur 1994:156). Sherman (1994) and Laqueur 
(1994) concur that the rapid spread of monuments following WWI was in 
large part spurred by the “plight of families who lacked the demarcated site of 
mourning that a tombstone offered, as well as the consolation of proximity 
to physical remains” (Sherman 1994:189). 

Although this problem was not as acute for soldiers during the World 
War II, the Holocaust produced “a murdered people without graves, without 
even corpses to inter” (Young 1993:7). Much as WWI memorials stood in for 
missing bodies, following the Holocaust things like memorial books (“Yizkor 
Bikher”) “came to serve as symbolic tombstones... substitute graves,” which 
functioned as “sites for memory” (Young 1993:7). 

Pregnancy loss, too, often poses a “crisis of substantiation” (Scarry quoted in 
Sherman 1999:102, cf. Ruby 1995 :181). Especially for first trimester miscarriages, 
by far the most common form of pregnancy loss, those who grieve do so 
without the body and without traditional funeral services, both of which 
are generally understood to aid in the mourning process (cf. Young 1993:7, 
Sherman 1999). Even for later losses, before the advent of the pregnancy loss 
support movement, the body would be discretely slipped away and disposed 
of by the hospital. Dr. Berman (2001: xvii) reports that during his obstetrical 
training in the 1970s he was taught “that if a baby was stillborn or born with 
a serious, ‘unsightly’ birth defect, the physician should attempt to protect 
the parents from the ‘shock’ of seeing their dead child by covering it with a 
blanket, quickly removing it from the delivery area, and sending the body to 
the morgue to be buried in an unmarked grave.” 
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In the absence of bodies, names play a particularly important role. Like 
anthropologists, members of pregnancy loss support groups are cognizant of 
the socio-cultural constructivist power ofnaming.® As Di’Saro (1988) observed 
following her decision to name a baby in the final month of her pregnancy 
after having learned that it had died in utero, “having a name feels so close to 
having a baby.” 


CONCLUSIONS 


The last decades of the twentieth century brought about changes in the expe- 
rience of pregnancy loss for middle-class American women. A number of 
factors, including smaller family size, delayed childbearing, and new repro- 
ductive technologies encouraged women and members of their social net- 
works to begin the social construction of personhood earlier in a pregnancy 
than had been customary. Many elements once associated with social birth, 
including naming and/or nicknaming, are now sometimes initiated during 
the very early stages of a pregnancy and are often accelerated once the sex 
of the fetus is known. Yet deep-seated taboos about death, unruly women’s 
biology, and medical, technological, or physical failures, a predilection for 
success stories, as well as a thorny overlap with issues at the core of the politics 
of elective abortion result in a dearth of social support for pregnancy loss. It 
is in this context that members of pregnancy loss support groups are fighting 
to define their experience as a legitimate source of grief. In so doing, many 
make the claim that that which they lost was a “baby,” a unique individual, 
worthy of memory, and with the “right to a name.” 

The notion that dead embryos, fetuses and neonates “deserve a name,” 
(Schweibert and Kirk 1985) suggests that we may be witnessing a historical 
process similar to that documented by Stone (1979). Just as at the close of 
the early modern era the “right to a name” was extended to infants, a similar 
process may be now be underway with regard to embryos and fetuses, at least 
those from wished-for pregnancies. 

In fact, the idea expressed by Schwiebert and Kirk (1985:19) that a name 
selected for a baby during pregnancy “rightly belongs” to it, even if it dies in 
utero is a clear expression of “possessive individualism” (Macpherson 1962). 
According to Macpherson the liberal concepts of human rights, justice, equal- 
ity, and democracy are each dependent on ownership. “To be an individual 
is to be an owner — in the first instance, an owner of one’s own person and 
capacities, but also of what one acquires” (Carens 1993:2). In the United States 
it is having the right to property that in fact qualifies one for other civil rights 
(Macpherson 1962). 
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American couples in the late twentieth century who elected to “have” a baby, 
exercised their freedom in choosing to have children, choosing names, and 
consumer goods for them. Names function in much the same way as consumer 
goods. As one name book observes, in the United States, “names... go in 
and out of fashion — just as clothing, slang and hairstyles do” (Globe Digests 
2002:4). Like material goods, names do not haveto be given, but may be “saved” 
(Schwiebert and Kirk 1985:19). Like other gifts, a name is an expression of the 
gift givers’ taste and values and the characteristics of the gift may also expresses 
characteristics that the gift giver wishes for the recipient. 

Although most goods purchased for infants are mass produced, and there- 
fore in any given year many other babies will have similarly furnished nurs- 
eries, the selection of things for the nursery and the child’s clothing are used 
to individualize while at the same time marking her/his place in the social 
order in terms of gender, class, ethic background, and family ties (Kopytoff 
1986). Names, similarly are selected from a pool, which guarantees that others 
will have the same name. Yet like consumer goods, names at once individ- 
ualize and socialize. Each child is conceived of as a unique individual and 
the name “belongs” to and marks that individual. But names simultaneously 
mark the child’s place in the social order in terms of gender, class (and/or 
class aspirations), ethnic background, religious community, and often gen- 
erational cohort. Names, as we have seen, also place the child in a particular 
family and relate the child to ancestors and even sometimes to predeceased 
siblings. 

Ihave described elsewhere (Layne 2003, 2004) howin late twentieth-century 
America memories had come to be materialized, popularly understood to be 
something that one could purposively make and preserve. Consumer goods 
are frequently used as technologies of memory (Layne 2003:207). In this con- 
text, names are likewise understood to play an important role as a facilitator 
of memory. Schwiebert and Kirk (1985:19) advise, “You will find it easier 
to connect your memories to this child if you can refer to him or her by 
name.” SHARE newsletter editor, Sue Friedeck (1999:5), places “Name your 
baby” first on her list of ways to “remember your child.” The commemo- 
rative practices used by members of pregnancy loss support groups in their 
homes and as part of collective pregnancy loss support rituals signal impor- 
tant extensions in the historical processes of the “democratization of memory” 
(Laqueur 1994:159). Lists of names of dead “babies,” whether recited, displayed, 
or buried among the roots of a tree at collective pregnancy loss support ritu- 
als appear to be the next step in a process begun during World War I, when 
the honor of being remembered was extended from noblemen to ordinary 
soldiers (Laqueur 1994). 
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Thus, the case of pregnancy loss provides an excellent example of what in 
the Introduction to this book is called the use “of names as an expression of 
contingent relationships” ina politically charged, culturally specific, historical 
moment. Given all that names can “do,” it is not surprising that many members 
of pregnancy loss support groups make use of them as they grapple with 
problems of meaning and status following a pregnancy that does not end with 
the expected, deeply desired result. Some attempt to marshal the power of 
names to affect a change in social status from failed reproducers to parents 
worthy of social recognition, and to transform their “baby” from a “nobody” 
into a “somebody” whose memory will be cherished. 
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NOTES 


1. In the United States, reliance on the Bible for selecting children’s names showed 
a marked contrast with contemporary English practices. According to Smith (1994: 
66-91), more than 80% of those born in seventeenth-century New England hadaname 
that originated from the Bible, while others had names with religious meanings like 
Mercy, Patience, and Hopestill. Some communities preferred names of individuals 
who were related in the Bible. Some towns showed a concentration of Abrahams, 
Isaacs (his son), and Jacobs (his grandson); others preferred Moses, Aaron (his 
brother), and Eleazar (Aaron’s son). By the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
preferences shifted to names from the classics, from surnames and from popular 
names in England and Europe. By the 1980s, some resurgence of biblical forenames 
reappeared. Among Sephardic Jews children are customarily named after living rel- 
atives, but among Ashkanazi Jews the custom is to name after dead relatives and it is 
in fact forbidden to give the name ofa living relative. In the United States, children of 
both Ashkanazi and Sephardic women are normally given a Hebrew name, a Yiddish 
name and an English name, the latter two of which should sound as close as possible 
to the Hebrew name. 

2. Sub-cultural variation, of course, exists. Margaret Smith, a lay midwife in Alabama 
practicing from 1949-1981, describes the “taking-up” ceremony: A few weeks after 
birth, the mother leaves the house carrying the infant and circles the house a set 
number of times and then drinks a thimble full of water before reentering (Smith 
and Holmes 1996:42, 51). 

3. Reports from American clinics performing pre-implantation sex selection suggest a 
cultural preference for boys (Kalb 2004:50). One wonders whether this preference is 
reflected when intuiting sex. For some, not knowing intensified their sense of loss 
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whereas for others “not knowing made it easier; that way it did not feel like such an 
individual.” 

Whereas Scholten (1985:61) interprets the historical naming of children after rela- 
tives as a way of “stressing the generational continuity of the family rather than the 
individuality of each child,” Smith (1994:90) notes that very few individuals had iden- 
tical first and last names, surmising that “the combination of forename and surname 
functioned to identify men [sic] uniquely, providing a sort of verbal social security 
number.” Gutman (1976) explores how United States slave naming practices devel- 
oped strategies for creating and maintaining kinship ties. See Chapter 9 for a more 
detailed examination of this. 

Resonating with Bodenhorn’s material (Chapter 7) in this volume, Gutman (1976:193) 
surmises that this may have been due to West African beliefs that “the first infant born 
in a family after the decease of a member was the same individual come back, just 
as...a young moon [comes] after the old one was gone.” 

The individualizing/personalizing function of names can also be seen in attitudes 
about the exclusive rights to a name. Dorothy explains her concern when they moved 
to a new neighborhood several years after the death of her son, Ben, when she dis- 
covered that her new next-door neighbor was expecting a boy. She feared that they 
might name their son “Ben” and was relieved when they named him “Noah” instead. 
She noted the irony that another family moved to the neighborhood a year later who 
had two boys with the same names as her neighbor’s boys. 

Acommon theme in these books is the importance of choosing a good name, because 
“the name you choose for your baby can mold him or her personality and prospects 
forever” (Globe Digests 2002:4). As one book reviewer explains, “You want a name 
that gives your baby a foundation for forging a unique identity, a name that expresses 
your hopes for the future.” Yet in the case of pregnancy loss, there is no future — no 
opportunity for a personality to develop. 

Heimer (1999:23) reports how important it was to one mother ofa critically ill newborn 
to have the “hospital staff members use the baby’s name, because I just wanted to 
make sure that he was a person.” 


In stark contrast to Layne’s work, Iteanw’s title reveals a core aspect of Orokaiva 
names that provides an opposite view. In Papua New Guinea, Orokaiva dead do 
not bear names but rather names exist in a constant present through which people 
move. Newborn children in fact are called ahihi, or “recently dead” and as such 
may not yet receive a name. Because personal names do not cross boundaries, 
people lose them when they die. Thus names do not act as a means of commemo- 
rating individual identity over time. Instead, a collection of names forms a layer 
of protection between daily human social life and the potential disorder of a 
primordial cosmos. Among the living, Iteanu argues, names operate as an alter- 
native to, rather than as a reflection of, kinship. In this he discusses nicknames, 
the saso/namesake relationship, and the importance of speaking or not speaking 
names, themes touched on by Layne and explored further by Bodenhorn and 
Humphrey in their respective contributions. 


Why the Dead Do Not Bear Names: 
The Orokaiva Name System 


ANDRE ITEANU 


In what follows, I attempt to show that among the Orokaiva of Papua New 
Guinea, the use of a name system constitutes the morphological framework 
that maps the relations between people and groups through time. This, of 
course, does not mean that this system is intangible, but on the contrary, 
that while it is repeatedly reshaped by other dimensions of Orokaiva social 
life, like historical events, wars, individual endeavors and so forth, its capacity 
to preserve its general structure render these momentary movements mean- 
ingful. The point is thus that the system of names, far from being a rigid 
framework, is instrumental both in prolonging society through time and in 
granting meaning to all events. 

This Orokaiva fact projects, I believe, a comparative light on an old debate 
concerning the status of kinship and marriage and that of the title system. The 
name system is here instrumental in projecting society through time, just as 
kinship, marriage, and title system may be in other places. 

The major contemporary discovery in Melanesia is undoubtedly that per- 
sons are not closed up units but that relations constitute them. This concep- 
tion implies that all sorts of things, like objects of exchange, are integral to 
the person. In this context, one might expect names to be one of the most 
intimate assets of the individual. Among the Orokaiva, this is, however, not 
the case. Names here are the epitome of objects, a status that we tend to deny 
in Melanesia, although it has played a crucial role, for example, in Western 
history. Could we possibly associate the names of Bourbon or of Orange to 
particular individuals? Certainly not! These names, we know, were objects per 
se and their relation to each other, and not the people who bore them, were 
meaningful. 

Finally, I propose a trans-Pacific comparative hypothesis that derives from 
my analysis of the Orokaiva name system. In this I see Indo-Pacific societies 


52 


WHY THE DEAD DO NOT BEAR NAMES 53 


as offering varied responses to a common social problem, that of projecting 
society through time. In my scheme, the Melanesian variable is characterized 
by the enforcement of a name system. 


FAMILY NAMES 


In Melanesia, it is a widespread feature for the term “name” to designate 
collective entities. However, most of the time, the literature simply equates 
these entities to one sort of kinship group or another, thus losing sight of 
the very notion of the name itself by which the local people designated them. 
Our first task will thus be to reconsider this notion of name when applied 
collectively. 

Among the Orokaiva, all names, including group names, personal names, 
taxonomies, toponyms, and so forth are called javo. This term stands in a 
close relation to jajavone, which designates the characteristic voice (speech, 
cry grown, bark) of a species — human or animals. This homology suggests 
that for the Orokaiva, in names, just as in voices, the meaning or the content 
of what is said is secondary to its capacity to distinguish a specific group or 
species from all others. 

In general, Orokaiva names are not drawn from the regular vocabulary 
of the language, but they are original terms that “do not mean anything” 
in speech. Names are classified in different categories according to their use. 
Some of these categories of names, whether collective (javo isapa and javo peni 
wahai) or individual (javo be), are considered fit to convey the fame and the 
success of certain groups or individual people in exchange or in war. These 
groups are then called “big names” and the people “big men” or “big women” 
(see Godelier and Strathern 1991 ). Some others, like nicknames, although not 
secret, are much more private. 

Among the collective names, some seem primarily to designate localities, 
while others mostly refer to groups of people linked by some sort of personal 
relation, such as kinship. However, as locality is recurrently explained in terms 
of personal relations and vice versa,’ these two dimensions are always simul- 
taneously present in every name and they are linked by a hierarchy whereby, 
in certain contexts, one or the other prevails. 

When terms are predominantly associated to locality, they designate a num- 
ber of territories or villages that are difficult to outline on the ground with any 
precision. In many cases, it is a mystery, even for Orokaiva, as to why so many 
different names designate similar local units. Often the terms are said to be his- 
torical vestiges of events, whose stories have been forgotten by most if not all. 
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The names in which personal relations are dominant seem at first sight 
simpler to describe. Normally, each person has a “big name,” javo okose, shared 
by a number of people who do not necessarily reside in the same village. One 
must note that sharing a big name can mean, but does not automatically imply, 
what we call biological transmission, or what Melanesian people conceive as 
transmission of bodily substances. For example, the same “big name” can be 
shared by a son and a father or by two completely unrelated war allies (Iteanu 
& Schwimmer 1996). Big names therefore do not overlap with kinship in either 
our sense or Orokaiva’s sense of the term (Iteanu 2001 ), but “sharing a name” 
(javo wahai: “one name”) is a local Orokaiva category that comprises kinship 
among other sorts of relations. Orokaiva often also carry a number of “small 
names” (javo isapa) which are usually shared by a smaller number of persons. 
However, “big names” are not by nature different from “small names” and 
some people’s “big name” may be the “small name” of some others. 

Individuals acquire “small” or “big names” through paternal or maternal 
kinship relations, namesake relations (which I explore below), friendship ties, 
or war alliance. In spite of the obvious hierarchy between “big” and “small 
names,” individuals or groups can shift their loyalty from one to the other. 
When Orokaiva are confused about whether the “big” or the “small” name is 
more important to a particular person, they would ask him or her to decline 
his or her o kaeto javo, “the name with which the pig is speared.” The answer 
can vary in time and according to the context.” 

Since both kinship and the construction of name groups do not overlap 
and thus seem very mobile to the observer, a majority of Melanesia specialists 
have classified the Orokaiva and other similar groups as “loosely structured” 
societies. At least for the Orokaiva, what escaped them was that name groups, 
although apparently loose, obey larger cycles that do not constitute rigidly 
fixed groups but construct what we can call a dynamic structure. 

In Jajau, the village where I spend most of my time in the field, two main “big 
names,” Ijaripa, and Pome, have been facing each other for at least twenty-five 
years to my knowledge, and much longer according to people’s memories. 
Twenty-five years ago, all those who claimed Ijaripa as a “big name” also said 
they possessed one or more “small names” to which they appeared to devote 
more loyalty than to Ijaripa. At that point, the Ijaripa group suffered strong 
internal conflict among its numerous elderly members who competed for the 
position of big-man. Pome people, on the contrary, usually said that they had 
no “small names,” although incidentally, I was told that formerly they did. 
This group was more peaceful than Ijaripa and comprised fewer mature men 
who could compete with each other for recognition as a big-man. 
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Yjaripa Pome 
Loyalty to “small names” No “small names” 
Tl Several potential big-men Few big-men 
Conflicting relations Relatively harmonious relations 


and scattered dwelling 


Some “small names” lost Loyalty to “small names” 
T2 Big-men dead Several potential big-men 
Relations improved Conflicting relations 


and scattered dwelling 


1. The cycle relating “big names” to “small names” 


In 2000, twenty years later, the situation had changed quite dramatically. 
Tjaripa had become more homogenous and most people would no longer 
claim “small names.” Most mature men had died or had become very old and 
the younger generation was not yet ready for big-man competition. Pome on 
the contrary had splintered in a large number of “small names” scattered in 
different dwellings. I could now recognize some of the “small names” I had 
been told existed before. The former Pome youngsters had now grown older 
and were harshly competing with each other. 

The contrasted dynamic processes undergone by Ijaripa and Pome names 
do not represent two competing conceptions of a “big name” as a social 
unit, but rather two different moments in a single continuous cycle through 
which all Orokaiva collective names and communities go. Orokaiva mythology 
describes this cycle as beginning when a number of names decide to undertake 
a common task, build a village, declare a war, prepare a ritual, and so forth. 
After some time, one of these names acquires a dominant position that figures 
the totality of the assembled names. This name then becomes everyone’s “big 
name,” while all others become their “small names.” This unification under 
a common “big name” can be so strong that all members may, for a while, 
claim that they formerly never had any “small names” at all (see Pome T1 
and Jjaripa T2).4 Conversely, a “big name” gradually disappears, or at least 
loses its dominant position, when one or several of the “small names” which 
compose it acquire an increasing importance, challenge it, and finally break 
loose or overtop it (see Ijaripa T1 and Pome T2). In brief, without altering the 
hierarchic structure that unites “big names” to “small names,” the name cycles 
permanently modify the relative prominence of some names versus others.° 
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Apical ancestor = 
1“ sequence 


Personal name Villagename Pig name 


Personal name 


Personal name _— Village name 2™ sequence 


Personal name Village name Pig name 


Personal name _—- Village name 


Names of the living and names of the deceased (men and 
women) personally known by the speaker. 


3" sequence 


2. Forms of genealogies 


Therefore, although the composition of groups and their internal definition 
is always open to transformation, their structure is reproduced through time 
by this alternating cycle. 


GENEALOGIES 


Each name group whether “small” or “big” is associated to a genealogy. These 
genealogies are called siririmbari, a term that otherwise means “the movement 
of differentiation or dissemination.” Genealogies are seldom talked about 
except when there is a conflict concerning land ownership, marriage, exchange, 
and so forth. They are rarely taught to youngsters. 

Genealogies are always told in a systematic form. Only a member ofa name, 
“big” or “small,” is allowed to tell its genealogy. The latter starts from an apical 
character, a male, and proceeds to the present. While in their simplest form, 
genealogies consist in a list of names and do not reveal anything about the 
three different layers that constitute them, in their developed form, which 
adds stories and details for certain names, these layers appear clearly. 


1) The apical ancestor is unique of his kind. He bears a name that most 
often has a meaning in the language. He is the only one to be associated 
with stories that describe travels and wars — occasions when he met 
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those who joined him to constitute a name group. The territory over 
which he roamed outlines the land claimed by the name group of whom 
he is the apical ancestor. His name thus constitutes a sort of title of land 
ownership for his name group and it is never passed on to any of his 
followers. 

2) After the name of the apical ancestor comes a list of man names, each 
of which may be (but is not necessarily) associated to a village name 
and to the name of a pig. The village name is that of a village suppos- 
edly founded (kokumbari) by the man bearing the personal name. The 
pig name is that of the pig he killed and offered during the initiation 
ceremony that marked the apex in the life of that village.° This very 
schematic name list conceals a complex dynamic that appears when 
contextualized. We know that among the Orokaiva, personal men’s and 
women’s names are passed on from generation to generation, with the 
exception of the apical ancestors’ names. Each personal name in the 
genealogy, then, does not refer to a specific individual, but to a long, 
almost uninterrupted, list of empirical persons who bore it. Each per- 
sonal name is thus in itself totally undetermined in time unless it is 
associated to a village name and to a pig name. Indeed, a village name 
points to the specific and limited time of its existence,” while the pig’s 
name brings further specification, limiting the span envisaged to a sin- 
gle generation (Iteanu 1999). Therefore, when a genealogy cites three 
names together, it implies a relative individual specificity; when it cites 
only a personal name, it assumes a lack of individuation. Although it 
has been carried by several different persons, each name appears only 
once in the genealogical list. If the person who tells the genealogy has 
the impression he has forgotten one of the names, he will try to recall 
it by searching among the living someone who bears that very name. 
There is therefore a homology between the living considered to belong 
to a name group and the list of names that appears in the genealogy of 
that name group. 

3) After the intermediate list of names, the genealogy teller declaims the 
names of the living and of the dead he or she has personally known. 
Depending on circumstances, this may start with the grandparents’ 
generation, represented by a few males’ and females’ names, or with the 
parents’ generation, which is usually much more complete. Then comes 
a full list of those whom the genealogy teller considers as composing 
the name group at ego’s generation. The children and grandchildren are 
often omitted. Gender distinction is very clear and kinship and affinity 
relations are precisely determined. 
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Rather than declaiming a descent line, Orokaiva genealogy thus crosses 
three layers from the apical ancestors to the living, each of which offers differ- 
ent sorts of information. The apical ancestors bear names (first sequence) that 
are most often common words of the language and cannot be transmitted to 
other persons. As such, apical ancestors are almost not persons at all. The trav- 
els they make that cover the entire territory claimed by the name can be seen as 
the condensation of all former “history.” These travels are carried on through 
unsocialized bush devoid of villages, cultivated plants and so forth, and invari- 
ably end up when a name group is established (Iteanu and Schwimmer 1996). 
One step down (second sequence), personal names per se do not designate 
actual individuals as each of them was borne by a whole list of concrete per- 
sons. However, they become more personalized when associated with a vill- 
age and a pig name. While the apical ancestor lived in the un-socialized bush, 
the village names cited here clearly imply socialisation. No sex distinction is 
marked as only men’s names are mentioned. Finally, one step down again 
(third sequence), the names of the living or recently dead refer to concrete 
persons, characterized by sexual identity, kinship, and marriage relations. 

In sum, personal names, in contrast to those of apical ancestors, are able to 
convey, according to the context, either individual identity or a total lack of it. 
More globally, the principal concern of genealogies is not the identification of 
the individual person by a name, even if this is important among the living. In 
them, from the living to the apical ancestors, names designate entities that are 
ever more abstract. Through this abstraction process, genealogies construct a 
standardized social history that uses personal names to constitute the pedigree 
of social groups. 


Names as markers of temporality 


The second section of genealogies is constituted principally, as I have just 
related, as a list of men’s names. Every time I heard two or more people 
telling the same genealogy, their list of names only partially overlapped and 
the names they shared always came in a different order. How can we explain 
this remarkable feature? 

First, the mnemonic process Orokaiva use to recall genealogies opens the 
possibility of variation. Indeed, as I have said, when the genealogy teller has the 
feeling he has forgotten a name, he or she tries to recall it by searching among 
the living someone who bears that name. Therefore, each time an Orokaiva 
tells a genealogy, he or she must first decide who, among the living, belongs 
to the name group in question. This can be a dreary endeavor and numerous 
serious fights regularly arise around it. 
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Secondly, since each personal name represents an undetermined number 
of persons, their ordering cannot reflect kinship but must be accounted for by 
some other logic. Two cases exist. When personal names appear alone in the 
list, not followed by a village and a pig name, they are a sort of generic tag and 
cannot be associated to a specific kinship relation. When, on the contrary, two 
successive personal names are associated to a village and pig name (something 
that seldom happens), the persons designated are much more individualized 
and the genealogy teller may know the relation that links them. As stated 
earlier, this relation may be based on kinship, friendship, alliance in war, and 
the like. In any case, when reciting genealogies, Orokaiva never spontaneously 
specify the relations they know. To connect any two names, they usually only 
say, “so-and-so is the ve (‘seed’), the hondate (‘replacement’), or the ikihija 
(‘following’) of so-and-so.” These three terms, which do not specify the rela- 
tion involved, only imply continuity in time. It points to the fact that in this 
second section, the order of succession of names is unimportant as what mat- 
ters is its capacity to stock as many names as possible to avoid them being 
forgotten.® 


Names to be perpetuated 


Names must not be forgotten. This is also what Orokaiva say when they pass 
their name on to a child. They then insist that they do not expect to be 
individually recalled, but do not want their name “to be lost.” Orokaiva, of 
course, know that in any case, names are not immediately forgotten, even 
when not passed on to a child, as they remain in the genealogy for as long as 
a genealogy teller recalls them. However, once individual memory has failed, 
they disappear. Passing on a name, therefore, prolongs this name in time 
beyond the capacity of personal memory. 

However, for Orokaiva, names are so valuable that even when not trans- 
mitted, a structural process delays their disappearance. This process is not 
equivalent for all names and proceeds according to the following steps. When 
a man dies, if he was active in founding a village and in initiation (its main 
foundation ritual), his name will appear in the genealogy followed by the 
name of the village he helped to build and the name of the pig he killed for 
initiation. This name is then considered as a “big name” and is more likely 
to be transmitted to a child than a name that stands alone. However, once 
the name is transmitted, if those who successively bear it are not active in 
initiation and village building for one or two generations, the pig’s name 
and then that of the village will gradually be forgotten. The man’s name 
will then stand by itself and be less likely to be passed on. Activity in village 
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Apical ancestor 


So “Thickness” of intermediate names 


Names of the living 


3. “Thickness” of intermediate names as a protective layer between apical ancestor and 
the living 


founding and ritual thus offer extra lifetime to names before they risk being 
forgotten. 

In sum, genealogies’ length, constituted by its middle section, partially 
depends on the number of living people who are considered to compose a fam- 
ily group, and partially on the villages they establish as well as on the initiation 
ceremonies they hold, which is their fame. Therefore the right to tell a geneal- 
ogy, which is restricted to the members of a name group, is also a right to con- 
trol the limits of one’s group anda tool in the strategy of one’s name promotion. 
Aname group that does well in exchange with others, has numerous offspring, 
regularly establishes new villages, and avoids being too often victim of sorcery, 
lists numerous “names” in its genealogy. On the contrary, the lack of initia- 
tion, the incapacity to create new villages, and the decrease in population of a 
name group, entails the irreversible loss of personal names and the shortening 
of genealogies. In the extreme case, a drastic decrease in the number of names 
of a genealogy brings the apical ancestor closer to the living and therefore 
carries a danger of reversal of the living into the apical ancestors’ time.? 

In myth, this is a dreaded hypothesis as apical ancestors’ time is character- 
ized by endo-cannibalism, marriages with one’s own sister, instability of the 
distinction between animals and human beings, absence of cultivation, and 
so forth. For the Orokaiva, this fear is not purely rhetorical. For example, the 
village of Hondare, neighboring Jajau, was supposedly decimated some gen- 
erations ago by enemies in a cannibalistic attack. Only a sister and a brother 
survived. Their situation was then very similar to that of primeval times. 
Remaining hidden in the bush, they married each other and begot (siririm- 
bari) anumerous following that founded a new village. However, sucha revival 
could not have been achieved had they forgotten the names to give to their 
offspring. 
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In sum, Orokaiva ordered social life, distinct from mythical indifference, 
depends on the existence of a number of names in the second section of 
the genealogy. These names can momentarily be exclusively supported by 
the memory of the living. However, if the names are not passed on to new 
generations, human memory irreversibly fades away. Therefore, among the 
Orokaiva, each personal name is ideally passed on in an uninterrupted chain 
that crosses time. However, transmission sometimes fails. To lose a personal 
name for a “small” or a “big name” (when no children are borne to bear 
that name and if no one in related names wants to use it, for example) is an 
irreversible loss. Therefore, to ensure names’ durability, a group must maintain 
two crucial abilities: to lump together a number of eclectic relations under 
a common “big name” and to reproduce children and villages through the 
initiation ritual. In Orokaiva social structure, therefore, because names (and 
notkinship or marriage) determine reproduction through time, the horizontal 
dimension of locality and the vertical dimension of generations are folded on 
each other in the complex figure of the initiation ritual. 


Names borne by the living 


So much for global and for group reproduction, but how does the Orokaiva 
system of names account for the distribution of individuals within the 
name groups? Or to state it differently, how are names transmitted between 
individuals? 

Each individual bears a number of different personal names, the most 
important of which (the one that appears in genealogies) is called javo be, 
“real name,” or “name which bears social meaning.” Javo be is given to the 
child some time after birth. Women give their names to girls, men to boys."° 
The parents choose their child’s name giver. However, the term “parents” must 
be taken in an extensive sense, since, as is usual in Melanesia, all those who have 
contributed to a child’s birth, that is principally to its parents’ marriage, have 
a say in everything that concerns him or her (Iteanu 1998). Several situations 
are found: 


¢ The parents may give their own name. 

e They may give the name of a deceased person of their own name group. 

e They may ask a friend, a kinsperson, an affine, or a neighbor to give his 
or her own name, or exceptionally for women, to make up a name for the 
child. In this case, only names borne or invented by the living are given 
and not those of deceased persons. 
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After the name is given, the child (and by extension his or her parents) will 
begin to consider that they stand in a reciprocal saso relation to: 


¢ The person or persons who bear(s) or bore the name in question; 

¢ The person who gave the name (if it is not the same person); 

¢ And by extension, in an honorific way, to (for example) the father, mother, 
wife, brother, or sister of the two previous categories. 


In any case, if the giver is alive, he or she does not lose his or her name, but 
continues to use it until he or she dies. They may even give it again to someone 
else, if they are not happy with the first namesake. 

In a restricted sense of the term, saso means “namesake.” Literally, then, 
the saso relation should only concern the child and the former name bearer. 
However, as mentioned, the saso relation has a strong tendency to expand 
beyond these limits to encompass a large number of persons. This reminds us 
that among the Orokaiva, name relations are not only a matter of identification 
between individuals, but constitute nodal points around which networks of 
relations appear that have the potential either to expand or to contract. The 
center of such a network is always a relation between two living persons, either 
that between two homonyms or that between a name-giver (who did not give 
his or her own name) and a name-receiver. By virtue of this social expansion 
of the saso relation, when parents give their child a name that belongs to their 
own name group, the saso network of relations reduplicates and eventually 
reinforces pre-existing kinship ties. When someone other than the parents 
gives the name, a brand new network of relations is created that links two 
name groups. This network differentiates the child from everyone else in his 
or her family, including siblings, and widens the global scope of relations of 
his or her name group. 

There is no name-giving ceremony but a little cooked food is usually 
exchanged between the older saso’s family and that of the child, if they are 
different. If the older saso is alive, the relation is normally marked throughout 
by a number of petty exchanges. As the older saso ages, the younger saso is 
supposed to provide all indispensable things — house, water, firewood, food, 
and so forth — although this is not always respected. In the opposite direction, 
the older saso must be consulted at every step in the child’s ritual life. Fur- 
thermore, some of his belongings — land, decorations, and magic — usually 
go to his younger saso. This is not to suggest that the older saso’s children 
will inherit nothing, but as Orokaiva say, “He or she first gives to his or her 
children and then the saso gets everything else.” That is to say, the younger saso 
is the universal legatee of the former and he must deal with every obligation 
his older saso contracted, including towards his own children.” 
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When they are both alive and have a good relationship, the two saso are 
considered to be the “same person,” embo wahai. This does not imply that 
Orokaiva have a theory of reincarnation, but normally, the younger namesake 
gradually replaces the older in all social situations. The younger saso is, for 
example, called by the kinship terms that are, or were, applied to his or her 
older equivalent; he or she uses the older saso’s family name, and he or she is his 
or her universal legatee. When the relationship is good, this identification is 
strong, and, although it does not erase the child’s original relations, it certainly 
renders them more relative. For example, ina fight between two brothers about 
land rights, I heard one of them tell the other that he did not have much to say 
on the matter because he originated from a different village, that of his saso. 
However, as with all rules in the Orokaiva world, identification between the 
two saso is not compulsory, in our sense of the term: either the saso relation 
was activated during life, and is then very important, or it was let to die, and 
does not mean much, if anything at all. 

As a name-receiver can use the “big” and “small names” of his saso, per- 
sonal name-giving is also an opportunity for group strategies. Two contrasted 
options are available. First, a name group may use saso-making to gain affili- 
ation into another name group by systematically choosing the name-giver of 
their children in the same autochthonous name group, often that of a wife. 
These children then become not only maternal kin of that name, but also 
actual saso with rights in land, names, and so forth; they adopt their saso’s 
group name as their “big name” while their own original name becomes their 
“small name.” If the strategy is successful, the fusion into the other name 
becomes total in the next generation. Immigrating families typically develop 
this tactic. 

The second option is usually developed by larger name groups seeking to 
“capture” smaller ones. Typically this happens when two large name groups 
are facing each other in the same village. Each of them then competes to 
incorporate smaller “independent” names by bestowing personal names on 
their newborn. This explains, for instance, what my earlier example of Ijaripa 
and Pome names have been actively doing with minor name groups for the past 
twenty years in Jajau. Thus, Jajau villagers regularly re-evaluate the position 
of the minor name groups within the village according to the number of their 
children who bear Jjaripa or Pome names. Most of the time, these two strategies 
are not mutually exclusive, but are pursued together in varied proportions by 
all name groups. Only in exceptional conditions (such as war or epidemics) 
are all children of a name group given their own ancestral personal names, 
or alternatively, names are all taken from a different name group, as these 
extreme strategies endanger the continuity of the name group as such. 
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Giving a name is not, therefore, a simple formality, but it implies a group 
and an individual strategy. The practices used to control the names closely 
resemble those applied to marriage exchanges. To conclude a marriage, the 
groom’s family must pay the bride’s parents a bride price that comprises, 
among other things, a complete set of valuables (feather headdress and shell 
jewels). Therefore, those who obtain such valuables usually want to be able 
to use them as bride price for their sons’ marriages. However, it is always 
difficult, if not impossible, to keep valuables for oneself for a long period of 
time because one cannot refuse to lend them to a brother or a brother-in-law 
when they need them for their sons’ marriages. Therefore, to render valuables 
available at a specific time — let’s say one’s elder son’s marriage — the best 
strategy is not to keep them at home, where a kinsperson can request them 
at any time, but to invest them in a marriage that will permit their recovery 
at the chosen moment. For example, someone with a three-year-old boy will 
invest their valuables in the marriage of a boy who has a sister of the same age, 
in the hope that she will get married at the same time as their own son. At the 
girl’s marriage, this person will attempt to recover the valuable he gave to help 
her brother marry in order to be able to pay his or her own son’s bride price. 
This sort of investment is always a bet as one is never sure if and when the 
return gift will be made, but it is also the best available solution to synchronize 
the circulation of valuables with one’s own needs of them. Furthermore, as 
mentioned before, one thus acquires a say in the life of the couple one “helps” 
and of their offspring. 

The same logic that applies to valuables also applies to names. One gives 
away names, or in our terms “invests” them in other name groups, either 
in an attempt to capture the name-receiver and his family, or to prevent 
the disappearance of a name when no child is available to bear it. In both 
case, one hopes to get the name back at a future moment, if possible with 
a person “in it.” Names and valuables thus circulate according to similar 
rules that recall the notion of keeping-while-giving developed by Annette 
Weiner (1992). However, what contrasts the two cases is that the circulation 
of valuables concerns individuals while that of names concerns groups. One 
might find the analogy I propose here (between valuables and names) far- 
fetched if it were not to be found again elsewhere. Thus, in war stories, when 
someone kills an enemy, the two things he “takes” (humbija) from the victim 
are the valuables that he or she wears and his or her name. 

As can be understood from the above, Orokaiva, unlike many other well- 
known ethnographic examples, do not consider personal names as compo- 
nents of the person that partake in its specificity and uniqueness.” Rather, like 
shell jewels and feathers headdresses, a name is a valuable that can be given 
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away on account of a group. As group wealth, names are only momentarily 
carried by persons; during that period, names relate persons to a group and 
open for them the rights associated with membership in that group. 


NAMES BELONG TO THE LIVING 


After death, during the funeral ritual and beyond, the personal name of 
a deceased person is no longer used as a term of reference. However, the 
deceased’s names are not in themselves prohibited. While they are never used 
to designate the dead themselves, they are commonly employed to talk about 
the living, when telling a story about the deceased, when designating his 
or her namesake, or in the genealogy, as a name available for a newborn 
baby. 

To speak to the dead or about the dead, kinship terms are uttered, or 
preferably, the name of what F. E. Williams called the“plant emblem” (herau) 
(Williams 1930:112), a personal mark inherited from one’s mother, father, 
and/or namesake. Most of the time, this mark is a plant or a leaf readily 
available in the bush and used, for example, to mark someone’s passage on 
a path (Schwimmer 1985). Unlike personal names, plant emblems do not 
refer to a specific person but to all those who can use them. Nevertheless, in 
particular situations, people are able to guess, for example, who exactly has 
left a particular plant emblem on a path. 

In other circumstances, plant emblems may represent an assembly of dead 
not totally individualized, but not yet entirely depersonalized. For example, 
if a hunted pig falls to the ground on or next to one of the plants that the 
hunter uses as a plant emblem, the man will not eat of that pig, saying that he 
feels sad because the plant reminds him of his dead kin. Similarly, if someone 
wants to refuse a gift of food in a feast, they place their plant emblem on that 
food, thus signifying that they will not eat it. In funeral rituals, and on hunting 
expeditions, dead persons may be invoked by the name of one of their plant 
emblems. In all these circumstances, the use of a plant emblem or of its name 
implies that the dead invoked (ahihi) have lost their personal names but have 
not yet disappeared into the depersonalized mass of dead (onderi) which lies 
beyond the reach of the living. 

Plant emblems, which designate the dead collectively, strongly contrast with 
the physical remains that recall the deceased as individuals. From the burial 
to the second mourning ritual, all the objects that were part of the “person” of 
the now-dead — that is, everything that contains memories (hair, nails, teeth, 
a dirty shirt, a lime spatula, a particular song that the deceased liked to dance 
to, a tree he planted, a sort of food he enjoyed, and so forth) — are mourned 
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through a prohibition process (Iteanu 1983 ). This process gradually frees the 
deceased individual from the influence of the living as he or she merges into 
an ancestral mass. However, usually some kin or friends of the dead volun- 
tarily withhold certain remains from of the mourning process. Through these 
un-mourned objects, they attempt to remain in relation with the specific 
dead person, to control it, and perhaps to use it in witchcraft practice. To 
retain such a relation for too long has its limits, because after a while, un- 
mourned objects can provoke serious ancestor-sent illness in their possessor. 
Un-mourned remains that are not ritually “deactivated” therefore keep open 
a two-way relation between a specific living person and a deceased individual. 

Contrary to these objects, personal names do not keep this openness 
between the living and the dead. Names do not belong to the person, are 
not contiguous to his or her body, do not carry individual memories, and do 
not need to be mourned. In that respect, they are like the feathers (di) and the 
shells valuables (hambo) that the dead leave behind. Because valuables and 
names, unlike personal remains, have a fixed form which is never modified 
by the relation to the persons that momentarily own them, they do not cross 
the boundary that separates life from death. 

That names do not go beyond the realm of the living is confirmed as well 
by another fact. At birth, children are called ahihi,“recently dead.” While thus 
called, they cannot bear a personal name. They only receive one a few months 
later, when people start to call them mei, “child.” 

Therefore, both at birth and at death, names pertain exclusively to the realm 
of the living and from the Orokaiva point of view, they are only transmitted 
from a living person to another, never from the realm of the dead to the living. 
As we have seen, only the apical ancestors’ names do not follow this pattern, 
as they are never transmitted to anyone. However, in their own way, they 
also respect the crucial boundary between the living and the dead, since they 
remain forever on the ancestors’ side. 


AFFINITY 


As in many other parts of Melanesia, among the Orokaiva one of the most 
strictly respected rules forbids one to utter the name of one’s affines, which 
is part of a larger conception of the respect owed to affines. The Orokaiva 
do not explain this but only say that, should someone mention an affine’s 
name, he or she would be terribly shamed (meh), just as if they were to enter a 
fight with their spouse in the presence of in-laws. The offender is abashed and 
must immediately offer compensation of great value, a large pig or some shell 
valuables, to those he has offended. This payment resembles those offered 
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for a prohibition breach in the course of the initiation ritual. Strict as it is, 
the rule prohibiting the affines’ names is nonetheless open to two sorts of 
interpretations. 

First, its extension is left to individual appraisal. Minimally, affinal name 
prohibition applies to the parents, brothers, and sisters of one’s spouse. For 
more distant affines, such as the spouses of one’s spouse’s siblings, the situation 
is fuzzy and one must decide for oneself. The decisions become particularly 
complex when marriages are concluded between “close” kin, such as first 
cousins. One must then decide to what degree the names of those who formerly 
constituted one’s own family should be avoided. In a case that I know, of a 
marriage between the children of two biological brothers, the husband avoids 
the name of his wife’s father, who is as well his paternal uncle (in Orokaiva, 
“father”). What complicates the matter is that this man also happens to be his 
namesake (saso). He therefore can no longer say his own name. 

Secondly, this name prohibition has a very strong tendency to “expand” 
along the lines of the regular vocabulary of the language. One who is not 
allowed to say an affine’s name will most likely refrain from pronouncing 
close terms of the language,“in case one mispronounces the term and utters 
the affine’s name.” Therefore, if one’s affine is called Ande, one will not pro- 
nounce the term ambe, which means “sago” or ange, which means “thus.” 
Furthermore, orthodox people often avoid synonymous terms and terms that 
are more or less homonymous to the name. In Jajau, a man who has an affine 
named Siro, which means “brain,” never says beo, which means “skull,” or 
ohoru, which means “head” or “hair,” or any of the terms whose pronuncia- 
tion is close to these terms. Therefore, although Orokaiva names are seldom 
in themselves common terms, entire hamlets are often deprived of the use 
of most common words due to prohibition “expansion.” They then readily 
invent new terms to replace the old ones. Within a few years, I observed the 
word for “night” in Jajau — mume, which sounds close to an affine’s name — 
being replaced by hupi, a brand new term. 

Thus affines’ names, which are not in themselves common words, are 
treated as if they were somehow in between the names applied to the living 
(non-common term) and those used for apical ancestors (common terms). 
Furthermore, through the prohibition process, replacement of specific com- 
mon words gradually increases the dialectal distance between groups linked 
by affinity. This is quite important as the Orokaiva themselves often define 
alterity of neighboring groups by their vocabulary difference with their own. 

Among the Orokaiva, affinity is not preserved through generations. For 
example, at the generation following their parents’ marriage, children treat 
their maternal uncle as a mother’s brother and not as a father’s affine. 
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Therefore, although parents, in order to honor their in-laws, often ask them 
to give a name to their child, those who give names to children are often 
maternal kin, but never affines. In brief, because affinity disappears after one 
generation, names never circulate across the affinity relation. Although it is 
not prohibited to ask an affine for a name, a name border is thus set between 
affines. This differentiation reduplicates that between the living and the dead 
illustrated by the fact that, as already discussed, the names of apical ancestors 
are never passed on to the living. 

At the same time, while one may not know what personal names belong to 
one’s own “big” or “small” names and while, as mentioned earlier, numerous 
members of each name disagree as to the exact extension of the name group, 
one does not have this latitude with regard to one’s affines. Because they are 
highly prohibited, one must necessarily know their names in order to avoid 
them. Furthermore, as to prevent any blunder, one usually chooses the most 
inclusive definition of the affinal group. Therefore an affine is always someone 
who maximizes his or her affines’ group. This maximization, in turn, actively 
counteracts the tendency to fragmentation, which is integral to the Orokaiva 
name system. 


NICKNAMES 


7 « 


Besides “big,” “small,” and personal names, which I hope I have demonstrated 
form a system, Orokaiva know what they consider to be “lesser” names. Small 
personal names (javo isapa), are a sort of nicknames that reflect individual 
lives. For example, a man who fell in a hole during a hunt was called “hole” 
(hoto) by those who accompanied him. The man is now sometimes called by 
this name. Because they recall particularities in people’s life, these nicknames 
are common terms; they are not transmitted, they may change several times 
in a lifetime, and they are not associated to a specific name group. These sorts 
of nicknames are also handy for coping with prohibitions. Ifa name is given to 
a child by his maternal uncle, for example, the child’s father and his close kin 
can use a nickname to call him because they cannot pronounce his personal 
name. Christian names given to Orokaiva at baptism are used as well to replace 
prohibited names. They testify to one’s membership of a specific church. They 
are not associated to any name group and they do not raise any discussion, as 
they are drawn from a stock that is beyond any group’s concern. 

A second form of nickname is even more restricted than the former as it 
is only used reciprocally between two persons. Two close friends, often of 
opposed gender, establish it by sharing a twin object, generally a twin fruit 
like a banana, from which they take the name. The relation then commonly 


WHY THE DEAD DO NOT BEAR NAMES 69 


transforms into marriage, but it also survives the marriage with someone else 
of one or both of the partners. 

Thus nicknames, unlike personal names, refer to the individual life of partic- 
ular persons. They are never passed on to anyone and may be used to designate 
a dead person."* They recall personal actions, relations, or affiliations, but do 
not partake in the general system that links collective to individual names. On 
the contrary, since they are outside this system, they continue to be applied 
even in contexts of prohibitions and they cross crucial boundaries such as 
those between life and death or between affines and non-affines. 


CONCLUSION 


When starting my analysis of names among the Orokaiva and inspired by 
the current literature on Melanesia, I was expecting my paper to highlight 
an exchange system dealing with names considered as constitutive parts of 
persons. However, in the end, a totally different picture appeared. Here names 
have very little to do with personal characteristics; rather, they pervade social 
life. They are names to be remembered and are not words of the language; 
they attest to the truthfulness of stories; they guarantee land rights; like valu- 
ables, they are assets that warriors steal after killing someone. They are so 
numerous and varied that it seems quite hopeless to make sense of all of them 
within a single framework. However, on close examination, three distinct yet 
hierarchically ordered levels of names surface from this endless list. 

At the wider level, in genealogy, name transmission, village construction, 
and initiation rituals, they are indispensable for keeping at bay cosmologi- 
cal catastrophes by maintaining the gap between the time of the living and 
that of the primordial. At a second level, there is a perceptible movement of 
concentration and dispersion of small names versus big names. This process, 
however, preserves the global structure of names because it is repetitive and 
cyclical. The same is true for individual name-giving. Because positions within 
a group only exist as associated to specific personal names, transmission of 
personal names to namesakes does not disturb the overall constitution of 
name groups. In the 1920s when F. E. Williams worked among the Orokaiva, 
he was surprised by the instability of village names. He noted that as villages 
moved around, or disappeared faster than he could record, he never managed 
to draw a proper map (see also for a similar case, Lattas 1998:6). Had he paid 
more attention to “big,” “small,” and personal names, he probably could have 
drawn a chart that would still be valid today. 

Therefore, regardless of the biological facts of reproduction (which bestows 
uneven offspring to families, for example), name-giving works toward 
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prolonging society in a stable form. In that sense, it is akin to ritual, which 
according to the Orokaiva “reproduces what the ancestors have always done.” 

In brief, relations between names never change, the younger generation sim- 
ply replaces the older one as name-possessors. Because personal name-giving 
reinitializes the same names and their associated relations at every genera- 
tion, it nullifies the passage of generations and thus prevents the construction 
of descent lines, whether unilinear or undifferentiated. What remains sta- 
ble here is the relation between two successive generations based on a vertical 
asymmetry between elder and younger, name-givers and name-receivers. This 
asymmetry is sufficient to grant stability to the whole system, independently 
of the constitution of any corporate groups. 

Unlike many other ethnographic contexts, Orokaiva personal name, thus 
neither link society to its origin or past, nor pertain to the constitution of 
persons. Instead, personal names are a form of wealth exclusively associated 
to social life. Their sum represents the potential of human society at any point 
in time. Naming a child both renews society and allows it to be prolonged 
in time. This reproduction is confined to the relation between two successive 
generations away from the vicissitudes of history. The latter are all concen- 
trated in the figures of the apical ancestor or in the nicknames for which 
common terms are used and that are never transmitted to anyone. 

Although at these two encompassing levels the Orokaiva name system seems 
very compelling, at a lower level name-giving and receiving offer individuals 
an alternative to kinship. Every Orokaiva always plays on both dimensions 
at once: when the kin’s claims are too oppressive, one resorts to namesake 
relations and conversely. What creates this possibility is that the namesake 
relation does not only confer a name, but also contains the potentiality of a 
total identification with the name-giver. This identification between name- 
giver and receiver, when activated, is called (hondate) “replacement,” a term 
that is also used to describe the relation between two successive personal names 
in a genealogy and to refer to the opening and planting of new taro gardens 
to replace the old used up ones. 

From another point of view, that of families, naming is part of a strategy 
of alliance that invariably leads to the weakening of certain names and to 
the strengthening of others. As we have seen, this activity, which is usually 
monopolized by big-men, has only limited scope both in time and space. No 
matter what name wins over the others, the system remains untouched for as 
long as it excludes the two extreme cases, absolute hegemony of a particular 
name and limitless fragmentation of names. 

In sum, among the Orokaiva, names do not belong to the dead; nor do 
they belong to the living, who only “pass” through them. Names have their 
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own relations among themselves, and when taken together, one could picture 
them as a sort of “perfect society,” if only those who momentarily bear them 
did not, at times, disturb this perfection! In a paper on land ownership among 
the ‘Are’Are of the Solomon Islands, Daniel de Coppet (1985) offers a brilliant 
formulation of a similar conception when he quotes one of his informants: 
“People do not own land, but land owns the people.” Indeed, the same could 
be said of Orokaiva names. Like land in the Solomon Islands, names among the 
Orokaiva are, as we have noted, what Annette Weiner (1992) called inalienable 
wealth: objects that oblige those who possess them temporarily to move about. 

This very marked social nature of names has a further consequence that 
brings me to propose a comparative hypothesis to be developed with regard 
to Indo-Pacific societies. Many authors have underlined the curious and rad- 
ical contrast between, on the one hand, the elementary systems of marriage 
that often characterize Eastern Indonesia and, on the other, the absence of 
such systems as soon as, further east, one reaches the large island of which 
Papua New Guinea is part. Similarly, beyond the eastern edge of Papua New 
Guinea are located a number of societies characterized by a very hierarchic 
system of titles totally unknown in Papua New Guinea. Anthropology has 
demonstrated that the principal characteristic of both prescriptive alliance 
(Barraud 1990) and of a titles system (Monnerie in press, Bretteville 2002) is 
to prolong society in time without resorting to descent and to the constitu- 
tion of corporate groups.° As demonstrated here, the same characteristic is 
present in Orokaiva name transmission in which the asymmetry between two 
contiguous generations is sufficient to prolong society through time, without 
any recourse to descent and to corporate grouping. My hypothesis is therefore 
that, in the Orokaiva case, but more generally in many Papua New Guinean 
societies, the name system occupies a similar position to prescriptive alliance 
and title systems elsewhere, as regards to projecting society through time. This 
approach permits us to explain, among other things, why among Orokaiva, as 
in many other societies of Papua New Guinea, marriage is not tightly regulated 
by exogamy, but rather, as Lévi-Strauss noted, left undetermined. That is, it 
is opened to the sexual or sentimental drives of the partners (Lévi-Strauss 
1947:37) and the hierarchy of status or of titles remains virtually unknown 
(Sahlins 1963). 


NOTES 


1. For example, a village will be explained in terms of kinship or exchange, and an 
exchange or a kin group in terms of locality. 

2. Someone who usually uses one of his “small names” as a hunting name may, when 
he goes hunting on someone else’s territory, use his “big name” or some other of his 
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names, more appropriate to the ancestors lingering in that area. His name choice 
will thus make him — and his intentions — known to the ancestors. In a similar way, 
name choice may facilitate social interaction away from home territory. 

A number of minor “big names” are also present. 

This is not totally wrong since the name that they have “forgotten” were not actual 
“small names,” but “big names” to start with. 

Jajau village has two large “big names” and a number of much smaller “big name.” 
Other villages have only one large “big name,” while others have several. In the 
regions studied by Eric Schwimmer, villages are constituted systematically by two 
large “big names.” My data lack sufficient historical depth to verify whether the 
unification between several name groups into two larger groups constitutes a wider 
span cyclical movement similar to that which animates “big names” versus “small 
names.” 


6. A village grows until this moment of initiation, after which it begins to decline. 
7. Villages constantly move around; see Williams 1930 and Iteanu 1983. 


15. 


16. 


I do not remember any fight over the question of the order of names, although 
many arose on the account of the presence or absence of certain names in a specific 
genealogy. 

For a similar example of reversal, see Gell 1995. 

However, names are not gendered in themselves. 

If the older saso dies before dealing with succession issues, the younger saso settles 
them with the family. 


. All of which are thought to reside in the “inside” (jo) of a person; see Iteanu 1990. 


Which is the case for most marriages. 

In funeral songs mourners call the deceased by names that recall his life and can be 
considered as nicknames. 

I had the opportunity to check this hypothesis, on limited data, in the village of 
Poho, one of the main locations that F. E. Williams visited. 

It may be useful to recall that Louis Dumont (1975) argued that in the societies 
governed by elementary structures of marriage, each marriage sets the conditions 
for the next one, without referring to the history of previous marriages or to the 
history of the groups they link. 


Hugh-Jones challenges the clarity of the dichotomy posed in the first two chapters. 
Among Tukanoans, names neither conceptually keep the dead safely away from 
the living as they do for Orokaiva, nor do they incorporate the dead into the 
living as they are expected to do in the United States. Rather, names bridge a 
number of dimensions. In theory, Tukanoan names reflect not only birth order, but 
also connection to place, thus reproducing the corporate group exactly. However, 
Hugh-Jones considers the materiality of bodies, feathers, ornaments, and the 
immateriality of names and songs as interacting in complex ways — revealing 
and concealing aspects of social relations that transcend not only the boundaries 
between kin and non-kin, life and death, but also between humans and non- 
humans — animals and spirits. 


In the appendix to chapter 4 “On Tukanoan onomastics: four remarks and a 
diagram,” Eduardo Viveiros de Castro reflects on a series of conversations between 
Stephen Hugh-Jones and himself about the source of names and the relationships 
they reveal between ancestors, the living, and “foreigners.” 


The Substance of Northwest Amazonian Names 


STEPHEN HUGH-JONES 


INTRODUCTION 


The high profile of names and naming systems (“onomastics”) is a distinctive 
hallmark of the ethnographic literature on lowland South America. Names 
were typically excluded from anthropological research on kinship — witness 
textbooks on the subject — but when it came to the complex social structures of 
the Gé and Bororo or the Kariera-like section systems of the Panoans, relations 
predicated on the transfer of names turned out to be of crucial significance.’ 
Following pioneering work on these groups, most monographs on lowland 
Amerindians now include a section on onomastics and some are entirely 
devoted to the topic.” 

In an influential comparative survey, Viveiros de Castro has suggested 
that Amerindian naming systems can be ranged along a continuum from 
the “exonymic” to the “endonymic.” In the exonymic systems of the Ikpeng 
and Yanomam6 or the Araweté and other Tupi-speaking groups, names come 
from without and from others: the gods, the dead, enemies, or animals. In the 
endonymic systems of the Gé-speaking Kayap6é and Timbira, names are con- 
served as heirlooms within the group, make up part of its corporate property 
and identity, and designate particular social relations. Furthermore, for the 
exonymic Tupinamba, the emphasis was on the individual, heroic acquisition 
of singular and never-to-be-repeated names, which set the bearer apart while, 
for the endonymic Kayapo, the emphasis is on collectively sanctioned and 
ceremonialized inter-vivos transmission that keeps a limited stock of names 
in perpetual circulation. In the former case, names belong to the domain 
of metaphysics and have an individualizing function; in the latter case they 
belong to the social order and have classificatory functions (1986:151-5). 

The Tukanoan-speakers of northwest Amazonia, which Viveiros de 
Castro places at the endonymic pole of his continuum, are one of the 
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best-documented peoples of lowland South America. However, despite the 
importance of names and naming in the constitution and perpetuation of 
Tukanoan patrilineages, groups analogous to the matrilineage-like name- 
based corporations of the Kayapé, Timbira and Bororo, information on 
Tukanoan onomastics is sparse and scattered.3 One aim of this chapter is to 
bring together some basic information on Tukanoan naming that will com- 
plement data from elsewhere in Amazonia and further clarify the nature of 
Tukanoan “patriliny” (see also Hugh-Jones 1995 ). Here I want to explore the 
role of names and naming in the constitution of the person by looking at the 
ritualized occasions of birth, initiation and death when names and naming 
come to the fore. I will also use Viveiros de Castro’s insights to set this material 
in a comparative context. In particular, I want to show that although Tukanoan 
naming is indeed endonymic it is not exclusively so; in this it differs from the 
prototypically endonymic naming systems of the Gé and Bororo. 


THE TUKANOANS AND THEIR NAMES 


The Tukanoans comprise an open-ended social system located in the Vaupés/ 
Uaupés region that straddles the equatorial frontier of Colombia and Brazil. 
They are divided into some fifteen or more intermarrying groups, each associ- 
ated with a particular territory, claiming descent from a different ancestor, and 
owning a distinguishing set of sacred musical instruments, feather ornaments, 
songs, chants, spells, and names. In principle, each exogamic group owns and 
speaks a different language so that people should marry spouses who speak a 
different language from their own, a feature associated with systemic multi- 
lingualism. In previous times, Tukanoans lived in large, multi-family long- 
houses, the residential core being a group of brothers with their in-married 
wives; today most live in mission-inspired nucleated villages. My own data 
comes primarily from research among the Bara, Barasana, Makuna, Taiwano, 
and Tatuyo of the Pira-parana basin. However, the available evidence suggests 
that the system of names and naming I outline is broadly common to all the 
eastern Tukanoans, and probably to their Baniwa neighbors as well (see, for 
example, Journet 1995 :52—4). 

A comprehensive survey of Tukanoan ethnonyms is beyond the scope of 
this chapter. However, as will become clear later, any discussion of Tukanoan 
personal names must necessarily include some reference to the names of exog- 
amous groups and clans. Names such as “Barasana” or “Tukano” that out- 
siders use to refer to particular Tukanoan groups come mostly from the Tupian 
Lingua Geral spread by early missionaries and still spoken by some older peo- 
ple in Brazil. Tukanoans themselves make regular use of these names, partly 
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as a convenient alternative to their own semi-secret group names and partly 
because they are the currency of the outsiders with whom they have to deal. 
Some Geral names are the direct equivalents of these proper group names, 
others allude to them, and others are the equivalents of the sacred, common, 
or joking names of one of the group’s component clans that stand metonymi- 
cally for the whole. Karapana (LG, “mosquito”) for Miitea (K, “mosquito”) 
is an example of direct equivalence; Tatuyo or Tati-Tapuyo (LG, “armadillo 
people”) ,+ equivalent to Pamoa (T, “armadillo people”), the name of the senior 
clan of the group (“Tatuyo”) whose self-designation is Hiina (T), isan example 
of metonymy. 

Tukanoan exogamic groups are conventionally described as “patrilineal,” a 
term which might be taken to suggest that group identity, group membership 
and property ownership are all based on some abstract principle of descent. 
In practice things work the other way round: it is material and immaterial 
property and notions of essence, ownership, and identity which constitute 
the groups and make them “patrilineal” — and here language, names, and 
naming come to the fore. Many of the proper, sacred names for exogamic 
groups are derived from, or connote, the name of the group’s ancestor, and/or 
cosmological domain. Thus one of the self-names of the Bara (LG) is Wai 
Maha (B, “fish people”), the descendants and manifestations of Wai Pino (B, 
“fish anaconda”). Other Fish-People are the Pira-Tapuyo (LG, “fish-people”), 
and Yuruti (Bs, Waiyara, “fish-people”) Another of Wai Pino’s manifestations 
is Ide Hino (M, “water anaconda”), the ancestor of the Ide Masa (M, “water- 
people”) who make up one segment of the Makuna (LG). Thus the Bara, Ide 
Masa, Pira-Tapuyo, and Yuruti are all Fish / Water-People: they are “brothers” 
and constitute part of an un-named phratry. Likewise, the Barasana (LG), 
descendants of Yeba Meni Hino (Bs, “earth meni’ anaconda”), are Yeba Masa 
(Bs, “earth-people”). Other Earth People are the Tukano (LG) or Ye’pa Masa 
(Tu) and the Yiba Masa (M), the latter being affines of the Ide Masa and 
forming part of the other segment of the Makuna. 

Jackson (1983:165) is correct is saying that Tukanoan languages function 
as coded badges or emblems of group identity. But language is much more 
than this; it is also a manifestation of a group’s essence, spirit, and potency 
that is condensed in the various sacred names that the group owns and in 
the language they speak. This is evident in the words used to denote lan- 
guage itself. In Barasana, nyemero (“tongue”), oka (“chin”), and the posses- 
sive suffix — ye in the expressions yiia-, miia-, and ina-ye (“that which pertains 
to us/you/them”) all refer to language. More abstractly, in phrases such as 
buti-oka (“strength”), kuni-oka (“protection”), or guari-oka (“aggression”), 
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oka (“chin/language”) means “behavior, capacity, or disposition.” Likewise, 
in most Tukanoan languages, wame means both “name” and “thing” while, 
in Tukano proper, wame-ro (“name-thing”) means “strength.” Names are the 
essence of things. 

Basere, “blowing spells,” the silent, breathed utterance of the esoteric names 
of living beings, serves to control or transform their spirit manifestations. 
Basere wame, the proper, sacred names of individuals, are bestowed by blow- 
ing, a process involving iisii wasoase, the “transformation of soul.” Likewise, 
the spells blown on animal-derived food to render it safe involve listing the 
esoteric names of all the animals in the relevant class together with perfor- 
mative injunctions that wash, cleanse, break, or otherwise neutralize their 
potent attributes. Thus, as capacities and essences, the languages of different 
groups are inherently different. It matters little if, in fact, they are identical — 
as in the “linguistic endogamy” of the Makuna or Cubeo, nearly identical — 
as in the case of the Barasana and their Taiwano affines, or very different — as 
in the case of the Barasana and Tatuyo.° In essence they are always different. 
The same applies to feather ornaments and sacred musical instruments. The 
ornaments and instruments of all Tukanoan groups look identical and are 
made of the same materials. But the names and mythical origins of instru- 
ments and ornaments are group-specific; the instruments are the bones of 
group-specific ancestors, and each group gives voice to the instruments in its 
own way. 

Each group is divided into one or more sets of ranked clans whose ancestors 
are the sons of the original anaconda ancestor, ranked in their order of birth. 
Each clan has one or more sacred names (basere wame, wame goro). In some 
cases these names are the same as the name(s) of clan ancestor, in some cases 
they are names given to the clan by its ancestor, and in some cases the names 
are derived from the ancestor’s name. These sacred names embody the clan’s 
potency and essence and are normally uttered only when embedded in the 
special forms of speech used during ritual gatherings; in normal speech clans 
are referred to by their common names or joking names (wame, ahari wame). 

As his sons, clan ancestors are detotalized manifestations of the anaconda- 
ancestor, just as the sacred flutes and trumpets and other ritual parapher- 
nalia are his bones and other body parts. Processes of detotalization and 
begetting imply transition between one state and another. In terms of ori- 
gins, sons are closer to becoming human than is the father; in human life, 
fathers are closer to ancestors and ancestorhood than are their sons. Anaconda 
ancestors are themselves typically referred to as “sons.” Thus, in the context 
of narrative myths, the Bara ancestor figures as a divinity called Wai Pino 
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(B, “fish anaconda”) while, in the context of Bara origin chants, he figures 
as Wai Pino Makii (B, “son of fish anaconda”). By the same token, groups 
are also referred to as the “children (ria) of ancestor X,” as in Ide Hino-ria 
(M “sons of Water anaconda”; LG, “Makuna”). The sacred instruments (LG, 
“jurupar?), the bones of the ancestor, are also his sons, persons in their own 
right who are spirit beings (hee) transitional between true ancestors and true 
human beings. They have no flesh or blood but have souls, voices, and sacred 
names that overlap with those of the clan ancestors and with the names of 
true human beings. 

Beyond its own sacred name and the name(s) of its ancestor, each group 
thus has names for the ancestors of its component clans, names for the clans 
themselves, names for its sacred instruments, and names for its living human 
members. Because clan ancestors and flutes are both detotalized parts of the 
same entity, because flutes are clan ancestors in a different guise, and because 
living people bear the names of the dead there is some, but not total overlap, 
between these different name sets both in terms of actual names and in terms 
of semantic reference. The complex elaboration of names for ancestors, groups 
and clans is a marked feature of Tukanoan culture’ and one that is surrounded 
with much secrecy, politics, and rival interpretations. Rather than attempting 
to specify the precise relation between these sets of names — probably an 
impossible task — I offer the following examples. 

Yeba Meni Hino and Meni Kumu are sacred names of the ancestor of the 
Barasana (LG), a group whose self-names include Hanera and Yeba Masa. 
Meni figures again in Meni Masa (“meni people”), the name ofa Barasana clan, 
and both Yeba and Meni figure as the sacred names of individual Barasana 
men. Similarly Maha (“macaw”) is at once a sacred name for individual men, 
the name ofa Barasana sacred flute, and the name of a divinity who is himself 
a manifestation of Yeba Meni Hino, the Barasana group ancestor. Again, the 
Bara, descendants of Fish Anaconda, are Water People (see above); Lia Kata 
(“muscovy duck”), and Yawira are both names of Bara women; ducks live on 
water and Yawira is the daughter of Fish Anaconda. 

This is all relevant because, as Lévi-Strauss (1966:172) remarks of similar 
naming systems, between individual, clan, and exogamic group, “there is a 
homology between the system of individuals within the class and the system of 
classes within the superior categories” (see also S. Hugh-Jones 1977). However, 
with the Tukanoans, what we do not find is a tidy system in which individual 
names are consistently literal parts of clan names or clan names literally parts 
of group names, as in the cases discussed by Lévi-Strauss (1966:173—4) where, 
for example, men of a Bear clan bear names such as Bear’s Paw, Black Bear, or 
Running Bear. 


THE SUBSTANCE OF NORTHWEST AMAZONIAN NAMES 79 


PERSONAL NAMES 


We have seen above that divinities, ancestors, sacred instruments, and human 
beings all have (one or more) personal names. Dogs and jaguars (both “ya7”) 
also have personal names*® but other animals have only species designations. 
These species names are also used to address pets — as in “Peccary, come here!” 
The names of many birds and frogs are onomatopoeic — they reveal their own 
names not only in their distinctive coloration but also in their songs or cries. 
In addition to their everyday names, animals, birds, and fish have one or more 
esoteric names that can be used in spells to prevent them from causing harm. 
These names are the spirit aspect of their referents so that to name something 
is to assert power over it, a point that applies also to the secret names of groups 
and individuals. 

Individual Tukanoans have three kinds of personal names: spirit names, 
nicknames, and foreigners’ names. Each exogamic group owns a particular 
set of gender-specific spirit names (basere wame, biikii wame, “shamanic or 
ancient name”).? When a child is born, he or she is given a name, belonging 
to this set, that was previously carried by a dead person of the same group 
who belonged to the grandparental generation, a real or classificatory FF for 
boys and a FFZ for girls. Individuals are thus named after deceased members 
of the group; as these deceased members were named in the same fashion, the 
names of living people are logically the names of the ancestors. As the set of 
names is restricted, two or more individuals will often have the same name. 

Through naming, the individual acquires group identity and a share of 
group soul while the collectivity of the living is a continuation of the ances- 
tors and keeps their memories, names and vitality alive. Each name is com- 
pared to a slot or hollow space (toti) that should be kept filled so that all 
available names remain in circulation, a pattern reminiscent of the Orokaiva 
(see Chapter 3 of this volume) where names exist in an ever present through 
which mortals circulate to keep the names alive. However, the relation between 
the recipient of a name and the previous name-bearer is one of substitution 
rather than replacement or reincarnation. This means that there is no equiv- 
alent to the Orokaiva saso relation (see Chapter 3 of this volume) or Timbira 
naming-relations in which the mutual equivalence between namesakes means 
that a junior name-receiver will take on the social position of his/her senior 
namesake and address others by the kinship terms used by the eponym. 

Each name is thought of as embodying particular qualities that attach to 
the bearer, a point that relates to role specialization. In theory, clan rank 
is associated with occupation: the top clan, or “eldest brothers,” are chiefs, 
followed by dancer-chanters, warriors, shamans, and servants in descending 
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order. In theory too, the eldest of a group of male siblings should be a long- 
house headman, the next a dancer, and so on. Spirit names are also bound up 
with these ideas so that shamanism and the choice of name at birth should 
determine the role that a male child will assume in adult life. In practice 
no division of labor operates between different clans and maintaining a rigid 
correspondence between role, birth-order, and name would be hard to achieve 
in any systematic way. I have no evidence that this happens beyond the fact 
that people sometimes claim that their name is a dancer’s name or a warrior’s 
name.'° What is certainly the case is that, alongside the honorific bitkii / biikiio 
(“old”), as in José biikii, Maria biikiio), the roles of shaman and dancer are 
marked, respectively, by the honorifics kumu and baya. Over time, particular 
names have become paired with these role-designations that they get handed 
down together. Thus, not all Barasana today called Sira-baya are specialist 
dancers. 

Sacred or spirit names form an aspect of the non-corporeal spirit or soul 
(iisii), provide a direct link with ancestors, and are an intimate aspect of the 
self. Children, especially daughters, are often called by their spirit names in 
both reference and address but this habit ceases when they reach puberty. 
Adults do not mention their own spirit names, do not reveal them to others, 
and may take offence if they hear them spoken. As spirit names are rarely 
used in reference, beyond the close kin group, they are known largely through 
hearsay. In ordinary contexts, nicknames, foreigners’ names, or kinship terms 
are used in both reference and address. 

In addition to one or more spirit names, people typically have at least one 
nickname. Nicknames (ahari wame, “joking name”) run along a spectrum. 
At one end are true joking names most of which refer to the world of animals, 
birds, and fish: Maka Hino (“boa constrictor”), Yese Hoa (“peccary hair”), and 
Siru (“moriche oriole”) are examples. Other nicknames have some direct or 
oblique reference to the life, habits, physical appearance, or character of the 
bearer: as a child, Riti (“charcoal”) was always dirty and Giiso Lise (“caiman’s 
mouth”) was once bitten by a caiman. Invented and bestowed by assorted 
others, these one-off, non-transferable, biographical names serve to individ- 
uate the bearer. At the other end of the spectrum are venerable, semi-sacred 
common names whose semantic content is much like the true joking names 
from which, I suspect, they may derive but which have now become paired 
with spirit names and passed down with them. 

Though not secret or sacred, an adult’s joking names are nonetheless inti- 
mate and demand respect. Often used in reference among those in the know, 
they are used in address mainly by kin and friends. Among male affines, 
the banter surrounding nicknames is a near obligatory component of the 
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ritualized joking that takes place at beer feasts. More common still are foreign- 
ers’ names (gawa wame), mostly Colombian and Brazilian Christian names 
that are often abbreviated and modified according to the demands of the 
phonology of the different Tukanoan languages. Though they may be changed 
or added to later, one such name is bestowed soon after birth, often by the 
parents but ideally by an outsider and, best of all, by a missionary in a rite of 
baptism. As with joking names, foreigners’ names may become paired with 
spirit names so that, across several generations, different individuals may share 
the same combination of sacred and foreigners’ names. 

After the birth ofa child either parent may be denominated teknonymically 
via any of the child’s names, as in Hatira hako/ii (“Hatira’s mother/father”). 
The form “baby’s M/F” (suka hako/ii) is also used. Though others may refer 
to a man or woman as the “M/F of X,” the use of teknonymy in address is 
largely confined to the two parents themselves and it is typically the husband 
who addresses his wife via reference to her child. This usage tends to decrease 
as the child gets older but starts again when a new child is born. Thus, in 
contrast to the Araweté (see Viveiros de Castro 1992:143), the temporary and 
shifting character of teknonymy means that the first-born cannot be said to be 
the name-giver of the parents. Furthermore, Tukanoan teknonymy is always 
cross-generational so, unlike the Araweté pattern (ibid.:144), a man would 
never be addressed as “partner of X.” Finally, although there is no explicit 
avoidance, people show a certain reluctance to name, or even to refer to, the 
recently dead. If they do so, they are careful to affix — nymabori (“s/he who 
was in vain”), the equivalent of the Spanish suffix finado— (“the deceased —”), 
to the relevant name or kinship term. 


ENDONYMY AND EXONYMY 


Before proceeding, it is worth emphasizing some of the main points that 
emerge from the material given above. It should be clear that Tukanoan spirit 
names are, in various ways, bound up with the names and constitution of the 
groups to which they belong. Spirit names are the names of clan ancestors, 
they are owned by the exogamic groups to which the clans belong, and they 
serve to perpetuate the existence and vitality of the group above and beyond 
the life of the individuals who temporarily bear them. The names are parts 
of a whole and, in bearing a name, the individual concerned partakes of the 
vitality of the group and is identified with it. In addition, just as individ- 
uals have names of three different kinds, so also are exogamic groups and 
clans known by a combination of sacred names, nicknames, and foreigners’ 
names. 
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Viveiros de Castro (19927155) observes that, just as Tupi-speaking groups 
take their wives from within the group and their names from without, so also 
the endonymy of the Tukanoans and Gé is the counterpart of an emphasis on 
exogamy, a point which is further explored in the following section in relation 
to notions of soul and spirit. 

The overall tenor of the Tukanoan naming system is indeed endonymic: the 
sacred names, the ones that really matter, are transmitted internally within 
the group, serve to perpetuate its existence, and have a generic, classificatory 
function in that the bestowal of a name from a given set establishes and 
affirms clan and group membership. However, the names that people use in 
their everyday lives and which serve to individuate them come from without. 
This is clearly true of foreigners’ names that are external by definition. 

Ona mundane level these exotic names are a convenient alternative to secret 
indigenous names and, along with Colombian or Brazilian patronymics, com- 
prise desired and increasingly necessary parts of the process of modernization. 
More esoterically, and like the material goods and emblems of foreigners, such 
names also embody their exotic, alien powers (ewa). The most obvious case in 
point was the adoption of the name Christo by the leaders of the nineteenth 
century messianic movements, and the use of names such as Santiago and Poro 
(Paul) by cult adepts (see Hugh-Jones 1994). Another example would be the 
title of “capitao” (“captain, chief”), which came complete with accompanying 
sword and epaulettes. For some of the more traditional Tukanoans, but in a 
more diffuse way, this appropriation of the powers embedded in foreigners’ 
names and goods continues to this day. 

In contrast to both kinds of more potent names, mundane nicknames relate 
to the bodily aspects of the person and to his/her individual biography. But 
nicknames too share a certain external quality both because many, perhaps 
most, of them allude directly or indirectly to the world of animals and because, 
whereas both bones and sacred names are integral and interior aspects of self 
and soul that are acquired early in life (see also C. Hugh-Jones 1979:134-5), 
nicknames come like added layers of clothing bestowed by others in 
later life. 

Despite the predominant external orientation of Araweté cosmology, their 
preference for naming firstborn children after deceased group members gives 
their naming system an endonymic quality. Viveiros de Castro suggests that 
this apparent inversion relates to the fact that, for the Araweté, personal names 
have a comparatively “low sociological and cosmological yield” and play only 
a subordinate, secondary role in their cosmological structure (1992:150-1). 
For the Tukanoans, elements of exonymy in their predominantly endonymic 
naming system are consistent with a more general complementarity between 
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two modes of reproduction and continuity, one lineal and based on the pater- 
nal and grandparental transmission of semen, bone, names, and other internal 
manifestations of soul-stuff within the group, the other maternal, affinal, and 
exterior. The Panoans have an endonymic naming system that fuses Gé and 
Tukano traits but still depend on the exterior for the production of identities 
(Viveiros de Castro 19927155). Tukanoans’ identities come largely from within 
but it is as if they depend on the exterior for the production of bodies. This 
becomes clear in the events surrounding birth and the bestowal of names to 
which we now turn. 


BIRTH AND NAMING 


The process of naming goes hand in hand with the developmental processes 
so that a person acquires names at the start of their life and must shed them 
by the end. Most of the available information on the events surrounding 
Tukanoan birth comes not from first-hand observation but from general, 
idealized statements, most of them made by men. Despite these limitations, all 
sources appear to agree on the main points. The following is a brief summary 
based on my own data and two unpublished sources from the Makuna.” 

A woman normally gives birth in the gardens surrounding the house; she 
is usually assisted by her mother-in-law or another experienced woman who 
becomes the child’s godmother (masolio). No men are present. The baby is 
painted with black skin dye (wee) and bathed in the river; the mother then 
returns to the house where the face and body of the baby is anointed with 
red paint (giinanya). Prior to their entry, the men remove all ritual items, 
weapons, stools, cooking apparatus, and other household goods from the 
house and themselves vacate the building. A shaman then fumigates the house 
with burning beeswax, an act that marks a separation between the living and 
the spirit world (see S. Hugh-Jones 1979:186—9). The parents and child then 
spend from three to ten days secluded together in a compartment within the 
house. During this time, their activities and diet are restricted to avoid harm 
to the child; in particular, the father should refrain from work. The end of 
seclusion and restrictions is marked by parents and child bathing in the river, 
the water having first been rendered safe by (firewood, cigar, or beeswax) 
smoke blown by a shaman or elder man or woman. Prior to the bath, the 
mother and baby are painted black (wee), all household goods are once again 
removed, the inhabitants go outside, and the house is again fumigated with 
burning wax. Back in the house, the baby is again painted red and is now 
considered fully human and its parents can gradually resume their normal 
diet and activities. 
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More central and northerly Tukanoan groups such as the Desana, Cubeo, 
and Tukano delay naming till the child’s bones are hard and it begins to walk 
and talk on the grounds that names are too “heavy” and potent for small 
babies to bear. Those living in and around the Pira-parana region name their 
children soon after birth; here the rationale is that naming “transforms the 
soul” (iisit wasoase) of the child, giving it strength and vitality and increasing 
its chances of survival. 

As the mother gives birth in the garden, the shaman (kumu), ideally the 
child’s father’s agnate, undergoes a parallel process, sitting on a stool for hours 
on end as he blows spells onto red paint and/or beeswax (basere, wanore). In 
his thoughts he travels to the group’s origin house or house of transformation 
where he locates the child in spirit form. In consultation with the ancestors 
(hee biikiira), he also chooses a name and ritual role for the child and divines 
its destiny and the dangers that may befall it in life. He then accompanies and 
protects the spirit-child (iisii) and name as together they move gradually from 
the spirit world of the ancestors to take on material form in the here and now, 
the baby as flesh and blood, the name as red paint (for girls) or beeswax (for 
boys), applied to its body. The name is the “path of soul” or “link with the 
ancestors” (hee iisii ma) and as the shaman blows, his breath imparts life, a 
process of transformation that begins during labor but is only completed at 
the end of the period of seclusion. 

Even from this brief account, there emerges a pattern of double birth, 
one that is at once material and spiritual, that happens in both garden and 
river, that comes from both mother and shaman, and is reduplicated in the 
parallel sequences of bathing that frame the seclusion period. The baby’s 
body is formed from material contributed by both parents, the father’s semen 
becoming its bone and the mother’s blood its own flesh and blood. As a living 
entity, the baby also has a heart, lungs, and breath — all of them iisii. The line of 
semen passing from father to child and the relative durability of bone over flesh 
are important Tukanoan idioms of patriliny. The sacred instruments shown 
to young men at initiation are at once clan ancestors and the bones of the 
single group ancestor who adopts the initiates as his sons (see S. Hugh-Jones 
1977). In symbolic form, these rites also involve the transmission of semen 
from seniors to juniors (see S. Hugh-Jones 2001 ). 

If Tukanoan ideas concerning conception reveal a complementary relation 
between agnatic semen/bone and affinal flesh and blood, the rituals surround- 
ing birth introduce a new ordering of the same theme. Initially husband and 
wife are separated: as the mother gives birth, the father remains with the 
other men. This separation is both underscored and brought to an end by 
the mother bathing her child, by the burning of beeswax, and by the removal 
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of men and goods from the house, actions identical to those that mark the 
end of the exclusively masculine phase of initiation rites (see S$. Hugh-Jones 
1979:186—189). However, after this initial separation, father, mother, and baby 
are treated as a unit that is concerned with the child’s bodily well-being and 
complementary to the shaman’s role in locating its name and soul. The par- 
ents are secluded together and the restrictions that relate, in particular, to the 
father’s activities, mark a link of common substance: what he does may harm 
his child’s body and vitality. The shaman, as a kind of parent, is subject to the 
same restrictions as the true parents. 

The child’s vitality (iisii) is counterpoised to its name and spirit (iisii) here 
as “name-soul,” which is in the care of the shaman and comes not from the 
father, but from the collectivity of ancestors and, in particular, from a recently 
dead grandparent. The father’s contribution of bone is relatively durable, 
the ancestor’s name absolutely so. Comparing names to sacred flutes, feather 
ornaments and other valuables, a Makuna shaman states, “they’re like sun — 
they don’t rot” (see also C. Hugh-Jones 1979:134-5). It is only at the end of 
seclusion, when the child’s body and spirit, its body-soul and name-soul, are 
fully conjoined that it is considered to be fully human,” a point marked by 
both parents bathing with their child, by more burned wax, and by a repeat 
removal of household goods. 

A section of a myth that forms the basis of much of the shamanism sur- 
rounding childbirth makes this pattern of double birth clear. It suggests too 
that if the material origin of babies is from women, their spiritual origin 
is from the river, just as all Tukanoans claim an original aquatic origin from 
riverine anaconda ancestors. After Warimi’s mother has been killed by jaguars, 
he escapes, in spirit form, to the river. There he plays with a group of children 
who conspire to catch him. They bury a girl in the sandy riverbank, urinate 
over her pelvis, and depart. As Warimi comes to play with butterflies attracted 
to the urine, she slams her legs together and gives birth to him as an embodied 
child (see S. Hugh-Jones 1979:277). 


NAMES AND ORNAMENTS 


The Bororo and the Gé-speaking Kayap6 of Central Brazil make a strong link 
between the names and ornaments that make up the identity and wealth of 
their component clans, residential segments, or houses. Always maintaining 
ultimate control and ownership, members of these matrilineage-like groups 
circulate this wealth between themselves as a way to establish interpersonal 
relationships and to build prestige. As a man becomes a father in his wife’s 
house, his name returns to his sister’s son in his natal household; a woman’s 
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name passes to her brother’s daughter in another house but must later be 
returned to source (see Lea 1992, 1995). This link between names and orna- 
ments is also true of the Tukanoans and, for them, the fact that the birds 
from whose feathers these ornaments are made also speak their names in 
their onomatopoeic cries is probably not immaterial. But here the system is 
transformed. Instead of acting as visible diacritics of identity, the principal 
ornaments of the different Tukanoan groups are identical in form and differ 
only in name and mythic origin; instead of matrilineage-like groupings, names 
and ornaments are owned by patrilineal clans; and instead of circulating their 
wealth, these clans keep it largely to themselves. 

At birth, along with its name, a Tukanoan child receives only minimal 
ornamentation in the form of red and black paint. Red paint, as “blood,” 
serves to increase the child’s vitality; the Cubeo say that black skin dye helps 
the child to shed its fetal skin (Goldman 1963:169). At initiation, a ritual that 
represents a second birth and which repeats the sequences of bathing and 
painting described above, young boys are considered strong enough to begin 
to wear the potent feather head-dresses and other ornaments that mark their 
status as adults. At the same time, the boy’s shaman-guardian (gu, “tortoise”) 
re-affirms the role that was chosen for him at birth. He may also receive one 
or more additional spirit names. This is also the time when such names finally 
cease to be used openly and publicly. Thus the point at which a young man’s 
names, the personal component of group power and identity, become fully 
internalized and cease to be uttered is also the point at which he begins to 
display more general aspects of this power in the form of ornaments. 

The ornaments that contemporary adult Tukanoan men wear at dances 
come from three different sources. First, each man wears an identical set 
made up of a headdress, tooth girdle, loincloth, and other items that he draws 
from a treasure-chest that is the collective property of his clan. Second, men 
wear their own strings of glass beads and other accessories, most of which they 
acquire through local trade. Finally, they also wear clothing, towels, shoes, and 
other items that they obtain from white people. A man’s ornaments might 
thus be seen as the visual complement of his names for, in each case, they come 
from three different sources, from his clan, from his friends and neighbors, 
and from foreigners. 

The different aspects of the person that are built over the course of their 
life separate out at death. The flesh rots away leaving the more durable bones 
and the soul (iisii) as vitality becomes shadow (wiiho) and ghost (wati) that 
hover around the body to haunt the living. Important men are buried along 
with feather ornaments. The underworld river is described as being awash 
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with the ornaments of the dead and Tukanoan stories of origin describe them 
as arriving on earth as feather-ornament spirits that took on human form 
as they traveled upriver inside the ancestral anaconda-canoe (see Kumu and 
Tolaman Kenhiri 1980:62). Though no one has ever stated this directly to me, 
the implication would be that both names and ornaments circulate between 
the living and the dead. Ornaments come from the ancestors as heirlooms that 
are inherited within the group. The ornaments floating in the underworld river 
are also the tangible manifestations of the clan names that return to the houses 
of the ancestors located in the rock outcrops that form the rapids and hills. The 
names remain in these houses until a new child is born. A further implication 
would be that a person is only fully dead when their names have been returned 
to the living. 


CONCLUSION 


It can be seen from this chapter that Tukanoan personal names form part ofa 
set ofideas concerning different aspects or components of the body and person 
that can be expressed in the different registers of body (blood, bone, flesh, 
and skin), ornament (paint, feathers, and clothing), word (names, language, 
spells, chants, and song), or metaphysical essence (breath, vital spirit, soul, and 
shadow). Different kinds of personal name also relate to different spheres of 
social relations: spirit names to agnatic or clan relations, nicknames to relations 
with friends and neighbors, and foreign names to relations with white people. 
These names must also be seen in the context of the life cycle where processes 
of attachment and detachment make and unmake the person. Finally, as the 
counterparts of more material ornaments and sacred instruments, names 
enter into a complex interplay between secrecy and revelation, concealment 
and display, essence and substance, the interior and the exterior. 

Spirit or sacred names belong ina set that includes paternal and agnatically- 
derived semen and bone and also ornaments, sacred flutes, language, songs, 
and dances that are passed down internally within the group as durable 
property or heirlooms. These are complemented by a more ephemeral set 
which come from without: maternally derived flesh and blood, the paints that 
women make and apply to men’s bodies, foreign names, and the songs that 
women compose for themselves. Nicknames also belong, in part, to this set: 
some come from parents and kin but many form an integral part of the 
joking banter that is characteristic of relations between male affines. 

Like his or her bones, a person’s sacred names come from within the group 
and form part of a concealed and closely guarded inner vitality and strength."4 
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Their other names are openly revealed in different ways and to different cate- 
gories of others as their public identity. Their spirit names belong to a group 
whose component clans only reveal their esoteric collective names in the rit- 
ual speech of collective ceremonies. During rituals of ceremonial exchange, 
clans display their strength and vitality in singing, dancing, and ornamen- 
tation and chant stories of origin which detail how their ancestors acquired 
the prerogatives which validate their position and identity. During rites of 
initiation, in the sacred musical instruments, the men of the clan reveal the 
ancestor’s bones to the young initiates and teach them the names and exploits 
of their ancestors. As vitality, essence, and identity, something of names must 
be revealed. Adult men do not reveal their secret names but in rituals they 
act like birds. As birds reveal their names in their onomatopoeic songs and 
colored plumage, so men wear their names on their bodies as ornaments, play 
them in their flutes, and sing them out in their chants and songs. 

All this represents a particular Tukanoan permutation of a set of ideas that 
are widespread throughout Amazonia. Its closest parallels are found amongst 
the Bororo and the Gé-speaking groups of central Brazil, all of which lie at the 
endonymic end of Viveiros de Castro’s spectrum. Although not demarcated as 
two clearly distinct and named categories, Tukanoan ideas concerning name- 
souls (iisii), ornaments, and ancestors (hee), on the one hand, and breath / 
vitality (iisii) and blood, on the other, are very close to the Bororo principles 
of aroe (“immortal essence, name, spirit and ornament”) and bope (“process, 
blood, vitality and entropy” — see Crocker 1985). 

There are also close parallels between the Tukanoans’ naming system and 
that of the Kayapé and other northern Gé groups. In both cases we find 
lineage-like groupings, “patrilineal” for the Tukanoans, “matrilineal” for the 
Gé, whose identity, existence, and continuity depends on the control and 
transmission of sets of names and ritual prerogatives over ornaments. Linked 
with ornaments and rites of name-giving, the Kayapo category of nekrets 
(“wealth”) is close to the Barasana gaheuni, a category that covers all goods and 
possessions but which applies, in particular, to the ceremonial wealth owned 
by each exogamous group. The Kayapé differentiation between “beautiful” 
and “common names,” the former bestowed at collective naming ceremonies 
along with elaborate ornaments (Turner 1991; Verswijver 1992:74ff), creates 
distinctions, which are in some ways analogous to the Tukanoans’ ranked 
clans. 

The Tukanoan’s “exonymic” acquisition of foreign names (and goods) finds 
a parallel in the Kayap6 who capture raw materials and ornaments from out- 
siders and who enthusiastically appropriate the songs and dances of other 
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peoples, cultural materials that then became the ritual prerogatives of the 
groups whose members obtained them (see Verswijver 1992:145—50, 175-6). 
Likewise Lea (1992:135) points to the shamanic strategy of appropriating beau- 
tiful names from animals, plants and the dead while Verswijver (1992:78), fol- 
lowing Turner (1991), states that Kayapo beautiful names and ornaments are 
considered to be intrinsically “natural” so that naming ceremonies involve the 
collective socialization of “wild” elements. 

However there are also some important differences between the Tukanoans 
and Gé. The difference made by the Gé between relations of naming and 
relations of substance or filiation finds some echo in the events surround- 
ing Tukanoan birth. These emphasize the substantive links between parents 
and child as against the shaman’s role as name-giver or finder-of-names (see 
above). There is indeed a special relation between a child and the shaman who 
bestows its name but this relation is based not on a shared name but on the 
shaman’s more general role of protecting the child over the period of birth. 
The shaman is ideally the child’s father’s agnate and the act of naming makes 
him the child’s ritual guardian or co-father (gu, “tortoise”), an important rit- 
ual link that is (ideally) replicated and reinforced at a boy’s initiation or girl’s 
puberty rite. 

Again, as Tukanoan names come from grandparents so also do Gé names 
come from name-givers in a category that merges cross-sex siblings with 
grandparents. But the crucial difference lies in the fact that, for the Gé, names 
are transmitted between living people with children typically receiving names 
from their parents’ cross-sex siblings. This ritualized inter-vivos transmission 
gives rise to a special ceremonial relation between name-giver and name- 
receiver and also relates to the fact that those who share names are struc- 
turally equivalent. This structural equivalence means that although particular 
combinations of such names serve to individualize, the names are primar- 
ily classificatory and relate to fixed social positions through which people 
circulate in time. 

In the Tukanoan case, the relation between eponym and name-receiver is 
one between the living and the dead; no special relation pertains between 
living individuals who share names, and although group affiliation is linked 
to naming, the names themselves do not denote fixed social positions. In 
accord with this, the process of name giving is relatively less ritualized than it 
is among the Gé and never forms part of a collective, public ceremony. 

Names were excluded from classic studies of kinship in part because names 
were considered to be infra-social and in part because kinship or related- 
ness was seen almost exclusively in terms of procreation. Though not widely 
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recognized beyond Americanist circles, the work of the Harvard Central Brazil 
project (see Maybury-Lewis ed. 1979) on name-based relations among the 
Bororo and Gé effectively challenged the elision of kinship/relatedness with 
procreation and prefigured what has now become known as the “new kinship” 
(see Carsten 2000). The role of name-based relations in the constitution and 
perpetuation of social groups in central Brazil posed problems for the appli- 
cation of notions of “descent.” The parallels between the Tukanoans and the 
Gé would suggest that if the Tukanoans are to be described as “patrilineal” 
then it must be clear that this must be understood in the light of the material 
on onomastics presented here (see also Hugh-Jones 1995 ). This material also 
reinforces the point that procreation itself is a culturally specific notion, here 
one that includes processes of name transmission and bestowal. 

As Viveiros de Castro has suggested, the endonymic Tukanoan naming 
system is, in many respects, like that of the Gé and far removed from that of 
the exonymic systems of more typical Amazonian groups such as the Araweté 
(Viveiros de Castro 1992), Parakana (Fausto 2001 ), or Piraha (Goncalves 1993 ). 
Here names come from outsiders — animals, enemies, gods, and the dead — 
and both the sources and the bestowal of names typically have strong affinal 
connotations. In addition, in groups such as the Tupinamba that are close 
to the exonymic pole, the emphasis is on the individual acquisition of new 
names that are not to be transmitted further. 

However, one aim of this chapter has been to extend and gloss Viveiros de 
Castro’s insights in the light of more complete data for the Tukanoans. As 
indicated in the previous sections, in accord with a system of patrilineal-like 
groupings that depend on their affines for reproduction, the Tukanoan system 
both differs from that of the Gé and, like the Araweté but for rather different 
reasons, combines endonymy with elements of exonymy. 


APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 4: ON TUKANOAN ONOMASTICS: 
FOUR REMARKS AND A DIAGRAM 


Eduardo Viveiros de Castro 


The comments below derive from an e-mail exchange with Stephen Hugh-Jones 
around December 2001, after I had read the first version of his paper, and from a 
diagram I jotted down while hearing, six months later, an oral presentation of the 
version here published. 


Hugh-Jones’s fine paper demonstrates how my contrast between the 
“endonymic” and “exonymic” systems of Amazonia is useful as a crude approx- 
imation only. Once we get down to real business, as he does here, the contrast 
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begins to look quite murky (the same happens, by the way, to its analogi- 
cal source, the exogamy/endogamy distinction). In the last analysis, this is 
because it is impossible to determine unambiguously what counts as “within” 
and “without” in Amazonian social topologies. 


1. If in Tukanoan thought names are the essence of what they designate, 
and if people have three kinds of names, then they are bound to have three 
different essences, or be three different “things” (wame means both “name” 
and “thing”). What would these essences be? The spirit name manifests the 
iisii soul. This soul is not an individualizing principle, since two or more 
individuals may share a single name. Moreover, through his sacred or “soul” 
name a person partakes of the collective identity of his clan, and, in a way, of 
the general essence of Tukanoan humanity. The nickname, I suggest, manifests 
the bodily aspect of the person, his/her individual history or life-course; it is a 
biographical, non-transferable, individualizing name. This is consistent with 
the Amazonian notion that the body is the singularizing aspect of beings, 
while the soul points to what is general or common across individuals or even 
species (Viveiros de Castro 1998). As to the foreign (Christian) name, rather 
than seeing it as “more commonplace” than the nickname, as Hugh-Jones 
puts it, I wonder whether it is not more akin to the spirit name than to the 
nickname. The foreign name could be conceived as a kind of anti-spirit or 
anti-iisii name, turned as it were to the other side of the cosmos. Hugh-Jones 
remarks that foreign names embody the alien powers of Whites: since spirit 
names embody the power of the ancestors, then perhaps Whites could be 
conceived as anti-ancestors. Accordingly, if shamans confer spirit or ancestor 
names, then anti-shamans, that is, missionaries (Hugh-Jones 1996), must be 
the ideal bestowers of those anti-spirit names originating in the realm of 
anti-ancestrality. 

If the above is correct, then foreign names would have a connection to 
some aspect of the person which differs from the iisii -soul in a different way 
than the body does. That aspect cannot be bodily; it must be spiritual: it can 
only be the wati ghost, the specter that hovers around the dead body to haunt 
the living. The iisii/wati duality may be connected to the dual posthumous 
destiny mentioned by Hugh-Jones: the spirit name (and the iisii) return to the 
sub-aquatic or underground ancestral origin house, while “the spirits of dead” 
are said to go to a heavenly place very much like a Colombian or Brazilian 
town. 

Thus, both spirit names and foreign names would pertain to non-living, 
extra-social domains: the first pointing inwards, to the Hee world of pre- 
human (and super-human) ancestors; the second outwards, to the savage 
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world of the Whites, with their predatory qualities and their miraculous tech- 
nology. Let us call them respectively “the Anaconda world” and “the Jaguar 
world,” as these two animals are the supreme embodiments of the qualities 
associated with each. 


2. About the exonymic traits of endonymic systems such as the Kayapo’s. The 
idea that their naming system displays a certain degree of openness to the 
outside is not without its problems. Here one should distinguish between the 
origin and the function of names. My endonymy/exonymy contrast lumped at 
least these two different onomastic dimensions. The former seems to be orga- 
nized around a polarity between “endogenous” and “exogenous” tendencies; 
as to the latter, it would probably be more appropriate to talk of “acquisitive” 
versus “transmissive” regimes. In the ideal type of exonymic systems I had in 
mind, personal names not only come from the outside, they are not meant to 
be transmitted within the group. Each individual must get an absolutely new, 
nontransferable name. The stress of the onomastics of these groups lies not 
on the transmission of names, but on their acquisition. This is very different 
from the Northern Jé systems like the Kayapé, in which, even if the names 
may have originated in the Outside, the whole point of getting them is that 
you will be able to pass them on to someone else within the group — namely, a 
relative. The Tukanoan case is furthermore different from the Kayapo because, 
as Hugh-Jones remarks, there is no emphasis at all on inter vivos transmis- 
sion, but, rather, on living/dead connections. The Tukanoan case seems to 
be located somewhere in between the two “pure” poles of endonymy and 
exonymy (the Timbira and the Tupinamba, say): there is an exogenous ono- 
mastics, for the ultimate origin of the “real” or spirit names lies always in the 
Outside (the pre-human ancestors), but is also a transmissive one, for their 
transmission is inter-human, namely, from grandparents to grandchildren. 
Still, and like the Central Brazilian cases, a Tukanoan name must not be trans- 
mitted from a human who is “too close”: you must move one generational 
(Tukanoan) or gender (Jé) notch in order to find a suitable eponym. In this 
sense, names in Amazonia always come from some sort of “outside”: children 
are not named after their parents, and, normally, are not named by their par- 
ents either: the minimal distance practiced in endonymic regimes engages 
an “anti-parent,” ie., the parent of a parent (Tukanoan) or an opposite-sex 
sibling of the parent (Jé). Amazonian endonymy is just an inferior limit of 
exonymy. 

If one looks at the Kayapo ethnography, one notices that the percentage 
of names that were not transmitted from a relative but directly taken from 
the Outside is almost nil. Same as with nekrets (valuables): they come from 
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without, but one wants to get them in order to pass them within the group. 
Also, “beautiful names” may be wild and have been captured from Nature in 
the dawn of time — but what makes them beautiful is precisely their collectively 
sanctioned, ceremonialized bestowal from mother’s brother to sister’s son and 
the like. This is very different from the Tupinamba case, in which you had 
to kill an enemy to gain a totally individualized and nontransferable name, 
which, rather than relating you to fellow Tupinamba, distinguished you from 
them. 


3. Returning to the Tukanoans. Both nicknames and foreign names can be 
said to be exonymic: the latter in terms (at least) of their origin, the former 
in (at least) their usage in affinal banter. But are spirit names, in contrast, 
unequivocally endonymic? I now think they are not —and this of course poses 
a major problem to my characterization of Tukanoan onomastics as lying 
close to the endonymic pole. 

Since spirit names come from the Hee world, the real question is this: Is 
this world really the epitome of a self-contained Inside? Are Hee rituals really 
a celebration of the group’s self-sufficiency (Hugh-Jones 1979, 1993)? To my 
knowledge, during Hee initiatory rituals the agnatic group reproduces itself 
to the exclusion of any (ritually) recognized relationship with its affines (no 
women, no affinal visitors etc.). But, insofar as the creation myths are staged 
during Hee rituals, I wonder if the virtual presence of other groups is not very 
much marked by their physical absence. Instead of the presence of actual affines, 
which marks the Fruit-Giving House ritual (Hugh-Jones 1993), during Hee 
what you have is the absence of potential affines, as the silent, counter-point 
of the whole affair. Isn’t the singular identity of the group stressed in Hee a 
precondition for the establishment of affinal relations with other groups? Is 
the Hee world actualized during the ritual not a world in which people and 
animals, humans and spirits are/were mingled and indiscernible? Is the affir- 
mation of the group’s singularity not indissolubly conjoined to the affirmation 
of its participation in a world where everything was still undifferentiated? And 
after all, are all those different, group-specific anacondas not the instantiations 
of a single ur-Anaconda? 

As I intimated above, then, both foreign and spirit names could be said 
to come from the Outside: the first a spatial Outside, the second a temporal 
one, while nicknames are temporally and spatially experience-near. Ancestors 
(or their primordial anacondious source) are not truly human, and the same 
very likely applies to foreigners. Also, the conceit that spirit names and ritual 
objects are “pets” seems to point in this direction: pets are tame animals, but 
they come from the wild; they must be captured in the Outside. (The Kayapé 
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idea that beautiful names are “wild” would be another version of the theme: 
their public ceremonies would be a “taming” of the names, something which 
Tukanoan shamans would do in a more private way.) 


4. In his reply to the comments above, Hugh-Jones wrote: 

“You are right...that the Hee-world is not totally the epitome of a self- 
enclosed inside: (a) for the reasons you give and (b) from the fact that affinity 
exists in the Hee-world: because group-level relations with others as either 
affines, brothers or mother’s children... were established in ancestral Hee- 
time and because exchanges of feathers (cf. names) create the relationship of 
Hee-affine and because affines can be present at Hee rites. Also because, as 
you say, both women and affines are there by their absence... But there is 
nonetheless something very ‘internal’ about it [the Hee ceremony] all, namely 
that the dead are very much agnates not affines (compare with the Araweté 
etc) and that an effort is made to keep names within the group... So yes, 
the “ultimate” origin of Tukanoan spirit names is the Outside (as pre-human 
ancestors) — so long as you bear in mind that the more proximate origin is 
human ancestors who are agnates.” 

So where do we stand? I think my point can be phrased differently and 
more clearly by means of the diagram below. There is no doubt that the 
ancestors from which spirit names come are agnates not affines — but they 
are dead agnates. As such, I would see them as embodying a principle of pure 
agnation: an exclusively agnatic consanguinity without any mixture of uterine 
consanguinity or affinity. Symmetrically, Whites and other savage foreigners 
would embody an equally pure principle of affinity — what I called elsewhere 
(Viveiros de Castro 2001 ) “potential affinity.” Both agnatic ancestors and for- 
eigners would thus contrast with the world of everyday kinship, the world 
of bodily production and reproduction in which male and female, consan- 
guines and affines, agnatic and uterine kin must come together. If we define 
Tukanoan agnatic communities and categories as representing the “inside” 
pole of sociality, then the Hee world would be the inside of this inside, just as 
the world of the potential affines, Whites and other foreigners (and possibly 
wild animals, too), would represent “the outside of the outside” relative to 
the “outside” present in the everyday through real affines and uterine kin. 
The world of the living, a bodily world composed of inside and outside, iden- 
tity and difference, consanguinity and affinity, reveals itself as an intrinsically 
divided, Janus-like world, with one face turned inwards (towards the “inner 
soul,” the iisii) and the other outwards (toward the “outer soul,” the wati). 

If we bring into the picture the additional fact that Tukanoan shamanism 
comprises two different specialists — the kumu or “vertical” shaman who deals 


THE SUBSTANCE OF NORTHWEST AMAZONIAN NAMES 95 


with Hee matters, and the yaior “horizontal” shaman who deals with the world 
of the forest and of the Whites (Hugh-Jones 1996), the diagram becomes: 


ANCESTORS THE LIVING WHITES 


CONSANGUINITY AFFINITY 
PURE CONSANGUINITY AGNATIC KIN UTERINE KIN PURE AFFINITY 


(same-sex) (cross-sex) (same-sex) 


tisti SOUL BODY WAT! SPIRIT 
SPIRIT NAME NICKNAME FOREIGN NAME 
ANACONDA HUMANS JAGUAR 
<t— KUMUSHAMAN —> <t— YAISHAMAN —> 
(inside of the inside) (outside of the inside) (inside of the outside) (outside of the outside) 
INSIDE OUTSIDE 
NOTES 


1. For central Brazil see Crocker 1979; Melatti 1979; Lave 1979; Lea 1992, 1995; for the 
Panoans see Melatti 1977; Kensinger 1995; Erikson 1996:151-70. 

2. See Lopes da Silva 1986; Gongalves 1993. 

3. See Koch-Griinberg 1909/10 I:313 (Tuyuka); McGovern 1927:252 (Taiwano); Stradelli 
1928/9:537 (Tukanoans in general); Briizzi1962:429 (Tukanoans in general); Goldman 
1963:171-74 (Cubeo); Reichel-Dolmatoff1971 :140 (Desana); C. Hugh-Jones 1979:123— 
34 (Barasana); Arhem 1981:74-5, 112, 128-9; 1984 (Makuna); Vincent 1985:39—-52 
(Tukano); Chernela 1993:49-50 (Wanano); Cayon 1998:142-52 (Makuna). 

4. LG = Lingua Geral. The following abbreviations specify which Tukanoan language 
is being cited: B = Bara; K = Karapana; M = Makuna; T = Tatuyo; Tu = Tukano. 
Non-specified words are in Barasana (Bs). 

5. Derived from the root meni-, “to make.” 

6. Cubeo marrying other Cubeo-speakers and Makuna marrying other Makuna speak- 
ers are frequently cited as exceptions to a Tukanoan “rule of linguistic exogamy.” 

7. See, for example, Fulop 1954; Briizzi 1962:69—-136. 
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15. 


THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF NAMES AND NAMING 


Some of these, like the Barasana Ohari (from 6ha, “ash”) for a gray dog, are idiosyn- 
cratic and derived from physical or behavioral characteristics (compare Spot or 
Nipper). Others, such as Tupari or Yaima, are drawn from a special class of true 
(often untranslatable) dog/jaguar names. Some say that tapirs also have such special 
names: I know of no examples. 

Although I have no data to show this, it is probable that different clans own subsets 
of these names (see also Journet 1995:53—4 for the Curripaco). 

See, e.g., Arhem 1984:177, fn. 20 and see also Arhem 1981:128. 

Cayon 1998 and a transcript of a recording made by Roberto Garcia (Makuna) of 
Toaka River for Prof. K. Arhem. I am grateful to him for allowing me to use this 
material. 

Though no one has ever told me this, it might follow that this is also the point at 
which the person from whom the child’s name comes is now fully dead and becomes 
an ancestor. 

Feather ornaments and other ritual wealth are occasionally exchanged between affi- 
nally related groups to create a relationship of he tenyiia, “ancestral affinity” (see S. 
Hugh-Jones 1992, 2001). 

Historically the Cubeo, Tukano, Tariana, and others are recorded as drinking beer 
containing ashes from the burned bones of their dead (see Wallace 1889:346-7; 
Coudreau 1886-7 II:173; Koch-Griinberg 1909, II:152, and Goldman 1963:249-50). 
This endo-cannibalism would be consistent with notions concerning the recycling 
of names and other soul-stuff within the group. 

See Lea 1995 for a discussion of this issue. 


In Madgascar, a mature adult must have a child whose name provides a teknonym. 
In this chapter, Bloch argues that Zafimaniry thus receive their names from the 
future rather than the past. Like Hugh-Jones before him and vom Bruck later in 
the volume, Bloch explores the implications of this for shifting notions of gender. 
In addition, like all of the chapters up to this point, he examines the ambiguous 
boundary between life and death. Bloch also considers the consequences of ageing 
in terms of losing individuality, gender, and ultimately, resonating with Iteanu’s 
material, the name itself. Most significantly, he argues that names evoke different 
kinds of orders that he refers to as the “social,” again resonating with Iteana, 
Viveiros de Castro, and Hugh-Jones. 


Teknonymy and the Evocation of the “Social” Among 
the Zafimaniry of Madagascar 


MAURICE BLOCH 


INTRODUCTION 


Names are words, and as words they are constituent elements in speech acts. 
Alone, or in combination with other linguistic phenomena, they are sounds 
that, asa result of the conventions learnt by speakers ofa particular community, 
evoke in the minds of hearers or speakers’ mental responses (see the chapter 
by Lambek (Chapter 6) for a very similar theoretical position). 

It is important to begin a discussion of names in this rather pedantic way 
because, too often, names are considered in the literature in terms of the 
old and dangerous semiotic model of signifiers signifying signifieds. As has 
been argued by vom Bruck (this volume), words, including names, pace Lévi- 
Strauss (1962, chap. 6), are not classifiers and to see them thus is misleading. 
First, such an approach gives far too fixed an image of meaning, forgetting 
that the usage of names cannot be separated from pragmatics and that names 
are therefore used to “do” an almost unlimited number of things. Names, 
therefore, are tools used in social interaction, which can be put to ever-new 
uses. Second, the use of names are a constituent part of the social interactions 
in which they are used, they are never isolated acts, but parts of acts. Third, 
names, whether used in reference or in address, are one among many ways by 
which people can be referred to. They do not form a bounded system. They 
must be considered with other designating devices, which include, inter alia, 
eye contacts, pronouns, titles, gestures, and kinship terms. This means that the 
choice involved in using names must be understood in terms of these always 
available alternatives. 

Because of all this, I will not be limiting myself to the analysis of names 
strictly speaking; I shall also consider words that would normally be called 
titles, kin terms, and much else. I shall be concerned to place all these words 
in the world of interactions. 
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There is an even more important reason why the semiotic model is mis- 
leading. It implies that words ultimately reflect the world and this is what they 
signify. If this world includes, as it does in much anthropological writing, the 
social world, then, this is given a quality of realism which is quite false. Words, 
such as names, do not signify the social, they are one of the ways in which 
phantasmogorical images of the “social” are given fleeting phenomenological 
existence. As we shall see in the example discussed here, names of different 
types may suggest a number of varied images which may be quite contradic- 
tory. One such image may be that of an ordered encompassing moral whole 
which I call here the “social.” This is accorded particular authority by impor- 
tant people, but this fact is all the more reason for not allowing ourselves to 
be tricked into according it a false realism, but it is a reason for concentrating 
on the ways in which it is given this apparent false concreteness. 


THE ZAFIMANIRY 


This chapter concerns a relatively small group of people, approximately 30,000, 
who call themselves the Zafimaniry. They live in the eastern forest of Mada- 
gascar and are, by the standards of that country, and for a number of historical 
reasons, surprisingly culturally homogeneous (Coulaud 1973; Bloch 1992). 

Much of Zafimaniry rhetoric concerning the process of life and death is 
similar to what has been described for many groups in the Highlands of 
Madagascar in that it is governed by the general principle that it involves 
a movement from the fluidity, wetness, and lack of social role of infancy 
and childhood, to the strong individual vitality of early adulthood, which 
will, in turn, be replaced by the growing stabilization of the person, both 
geographically and socially. This “placing” is accompanied by the fading of 
individualities of all kinds; including sexual and gender identity. The end of 
this process is when the mortal body is replaced by, or merged into, a lasting 
artifact, usually a tomb. For people such as the Merina, the focus on tombs is 
part of the creation of an image of an ordered “social” system which in no way 
reflects practical life (Bloch 1971b). In the Zafimaniry case, however, it is the 
house that takes on the role of the tomb. This shift is however theoretically 
treacherous since the non-correspondence between the image of a “society” 
of houses and practical life is less obvious than the contrast of a society of 
dead people in tombs and the doings of the living. As a result we must exercise 
even more care in not being mislead in merging the two levels. 

The Zafimaniry house is, above all, an inseparable part of the evocation of 
a successful marriage; that is, a marriage that produces and sustains progeny 
who, in their turn, continue the process. These marriage/houses are what the 
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ordered image which I call the “social” is made of. Such a house is established 
when a man brings to the structure he has begun to build, a wife and usually 
their children, who then settle in a permanent manner. It is then that they can 
be considered part of an encompassing moral order. This material form of 
the union is seen as particularly clearly manifested in the conjunction of the 
central post of the house, associated with the man, and the furnished hearth, 
associated with the woman. At first, the house is an impermanent structure 
but, with time, it becomes more permanent as hardwood replaces perishable 
materials and as it becomes more beautiful, as the wood becomes decorated 
with carvings. 

The centrality of the conceptual inseparability of the fruitful human union 
with the house as a building and its location can be seen particularly clearly 
when we consider the nature of what might be called the Zafimaniry concept 
of adultery. This occurs when a man, or a woman, but particularly a man, 
brings a person into the house and has sexual intercourse there. This is a 
very serious fault, which if discovered, usually leads to the breakdown of the 
marriage and social opprobrium. But, extramarital sexual liaisons that take 
place outside the house are considered, by those not directly involved, at least, 
as minor and amusing peccadilloes. 

After the death of the original couple, the evoked growth of the house/ 
marriage, does not end, since the children, grandchildren, and great grand- 
children should continue to strengthen the building (and therefore the original 
couple), decorate it with carvings, and gather there to ask for blessing from the 
original pair. At this stage, however, it is not living people who are beseeched, 
but the house itself which, in the continually constructed image of the “social,” 
has become the enduring material existence of the original couple after death. 
Furthermore, a successful house/marriage may become the center ofa village, 
as the descendants build their own houses around the ancestral sacred house, 
the house of the founding marriage. Thus the transformation of the bodies 
of the married pair, into a localized thing, their house, and finally into an 
inhabited and settled place, is achieved and becomes the governing principle 
of the Zafimaniry “social” (Bloch 1995 a). 


NAMES 


The word normally translated as “name,” in standard Malagasy, anarana, cor- 
responds fairly well to the English term. The Zafimaniry usage is very similar. 
Anarana can be used somewhat neutrally to refer to the words that designate 
places and towns. When applied to people, it has a similarly wide semantic 
field as the English term, since it can be used, not only to designate individuals 


TEKNONYMY AND THE EVOCATION 101 


or groups, but also to refer to their “reputation” or even their rank. Indeed, as 
we shall see, anarana applied to people is never hierarchically neutral. Anarana 
can however also be used in less familiar ways, most importantly, in prayers 
addressed to the ancestors, where Anaran‘dray, lit: “the name of the father,” 
evokes the ancestors on the father’s side and similarly Anaran‘dreny those on 
the mother’s side. 


Personal names 


Children are given names, which I call “personal names” because they are 
linked to them, and them only, and do not link them to anybody else, as, 
for example, surnames do in Europe. Personal names, do not, therefore, in 
anyway, evoke a “social” system, but rather the “individual” in themselves: 
an equally immaterial entity whose phenomenological existence is created by 
acts such as using personal names. 

These personal names are used in both address and reference. Personal 
names are given eight days after birth, in the case ofa girl, and seven days after 
birth, in the case of a boy. The difference is explained by the fact that seven 
is a “strong” number which girls “could not bear,” The ritual of name giving 
is simple, usually involving little more than a dozen people. The purpose 
of the ritual is said to make the child become mazava a word which is best 
translated as “clear,” but which has many other associations (Bloch 1995b) 
such as making truthful or ancestral. In the case of the naming ritual, the word 
mazava is used, according to my gloss and that of my Zafimaniry informant’s 
rather more hesitant gloss, to convey the idea of the “definite” character of the 
child’s entry into a clear world out of the hazy darkness of the womb. 

The main act of the ritual consists in winding the umbilical cord of the 
child round a dried bamboo, which is then lit and burned so that it, and the 
cord, is consumed. This act is said to “illuminate” the child. The idea that 
“clarity” comes from burning this type of dried bamboo is a recurrent and 
important Zafimaniry symbolical theme that occurs in a number of other 
contexts and, indeed, it is true that the white flame of this particular dried 
bamboo illuminates with striking brightness. 

The burning of the bamboo and the cord is accompanied by a rather simple 
incantation asking for blessing, but which is addressed to nobody in particular. 
This invocation is repeated six times, an auspicious number used in all Zafi- 
maniry blessings. The actual words of the phrase used simply mean, “blessed 
be the name.” 

This first personal name given to a child involves a choice, followed by a 
consultation with a diviner astrologer who may approve it, guard against it, or, 
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in some cases, where danger is to be expected for whatever reason, suggest a 
different name on his own initiative. In sucha case, the diviner is understood to 
have chosen according to the obscure principles of his art. This type of name, 
given by a diviner, is intended, above all, to draw attention away from the child 
and thus mislead those vague forces of evil who might want to harm it. As a 
result, the name is often disparaging and hides the pleasure of the parents in 
the birth. Such names are called “bad names” because their negative character 
protects the child, by putting off evil forces (see Njara 1994; Humphrey this 
volume). Indeed, the use of any name of a child draws attention to the birth 
and thus always carries a certain danger, probably from the malice of those 
who might be jealous of the good fortune of the parents. Thus, as elsewhere 
in Madagascar, the names of young babies are commonly avoided in public 
by the parents and close kin and instead replaced by an unflattering generic 
term such as “little rat.” This means that only very few people know the 
name of a child until it is quite old. The evoking of the unique person is thus 
delayed. 

If the name is chosen by the family there is no absolute rule about who 
will decide. It may be the parents, but most commonly it is one of the parents 
of the mother, especially her mother, who does the choosing. This is because 
women usually go back to their parents’ house for the birth of the child and 
it is therefore there that the naming ceremony takes place, usually under the 
mother’s supervision and authority. It is also possible for someone, almost 
anyone, to ask, as a favor, that the parents give a child his or her name and 
such a request is very difficult to refuse. It usually also involves the name giver 
in making a present to the parents, a chicken for example. Such a procedure 
does not, however, necessarily imply a continuing relationship between the 
name giver and the child that would be part of some “social” order. 

If we exempt bad names, the actual names of young children seem to be 
chosen on a wide variety of not very serious ad hoc principles. Personal names 
may allude to the names of people of significance including, but not exclusively, 
kin. They may allude to places, events or things and often a combination of 
these different factors but not in any systematic way. Many names refer to the 
previous history of the mother or of other people. Thus, a girl in one of the 
villages I studied is called Soafamahamaizina: meaning “sweet but which then 
renders dark.” This “bad” part of the name is sometimes said to refer to the 
fact that she had a twin who died at the time of her birth and, it was explained 
to me, this will make the evil of her sister’s death, which will still vaguely 
cling to her by association, avoid harming her because, through the use of the 
name, it is not denied. The allusions in the name may take the form of using 
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the whole of an alluded name, incorporating it completely, or incorporating a 
segment of it. As a result these given names may form a phrase whose meaning 
can be deciphered, and which is often ironical. However, it is also often the 
case that such names form no recognizable word or phrase. 

All these principles can be mixed in the most fanciful and playful of ways. In 
the same village, I knew a child called Zafimiaraka, which would apparently 
mean “the grandchild who is together.” However, I was told that the real 
reason for his name was that his father had been given the baptismal name 
(see below) Jean-Paul, which, in his case, and quite unusually, was regularly 
used to refer to him, probably because of his enthusiasm for the church. Jean- 
Paul, to Malagasy ears, sounds like Za, or perhaps Zafy. The word would then 
mean “together with his father Jean Paul” and this was the improbable reason, 
why he was called thus. I do not know if this story was a joke, it probably was 
as the obvious meaning of the name must be the original one, but it is an old 
joke that had become so often repeated that its playful character had faded 
and that it was, by the time I heard it, believed, by some people at least, to be 
the original motivation for the name. 

Personal names do not even necessarily indicate the sex of the child. Many 
names are associated with girls and some with boys but many are not. Personal 
names really only reflect the impulse of the moment when they were given 
and this may, or may not, be concerned with the sex of the child. The optional 
character of the gender of the name yet again reflects its non-systematic 
character. 

This bewildering freedom of choice, governed by no hard and fast principle, 
sometimes apparently based on the result of a whim or a pun, shows well how 
a new born child is not yet a successor to previous generation, an entity with 
a fixed place in an organized world, but rather, he or she, is evoked as a 
kind of social monad and a subject of speculation for itself. The child is a 
phenomenon that has appeared in the clear light of the burning bamboo, but 
which remains fundamentally alone, outside any encompassing system. This 
non “social” character of the child’s name accords well with the often-repeated 
phrase that children, especially boys, are “animals.” This qualification is not 
without an element of admiration, as it implies strength and liberty, but, 
above all, it stresses how the child has not yet been bound and domesticated 
by parenthood, morality, and the “social.” All this does not mean that the 
child is of no value, the individual existence that the personal name evokes 
is indeed envied by those who are imagined as about to be sucked up into 
gradual impersonality by incorporation into the encompassing system which 
teknonyms evoke.’ 
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Teknonyms 


The end of the period of childhood, when the personal name is appropriate, 
is theoretically brought about by marriage. Marriage in the Zafimaniry sense 
however, is not a change brought about in a moment but it is a long process 
drawn out over many years. It requires the building ofa house and its defining 
factor is parenthood. One cannot be truly married until one has had, at the 
very least, one child. Both the establishment of a house and parenthood are 
necessary, but it is the parental element that is directly reflected in the uses of 
names.” 

The rule is apparently simple. Once a person has borne a child they should 
never again be addressed, nor referred to politely, by their personal name. 
They must be addressed by a teknonym. The teknonym is based on the first 
child born to the parent, whether this child survives or not and irrespective 
of whether this child be female or male. The principle underlying this rule is 
categorical: parenthood marks the entry into “society,” not birth. To address 
someone who has borne a child by their personal name is to treat them 
like a child/animal and to refuse this first step in representing them as a 
part of a larger established order, consisting of fruitful marriages, houses, and 
localities. An order created, and continually recreated, through the evocations 
of communication and intercourse, a process of which name use is a significant 
part. In this sense, one can say that it is the birth of the child that makes the 
parent a member of “society.”? 

However, if the teknonym marks the beginning of the creation of the social 
person, and the imagination of “society,” this, inevitably, has a contradictory 
correlate, the beginning of the disappearance from the phenomenology of 
experience of that individual monad that is evident and clear in the way chil- 
dren are named. Thus, while the teknonym honors, it also depersonalizes. It 
replaces the individual by his or her role. This is a process that is not necessarily 
positive and is often resisted in minor but not insignificant ways (Bloch 1999). 
The depersonalization caused by the use of teknonyms is somewhat simi- 
lar to the effect noted by Geertz and Geertz (1964) for commoner Balinese. 
They argue that Balinese teknonyms lead to genealogical amnesia and the 
effacement of ancestral identities. This is less obvious among the Zafimaniry 
since, in any case, elaborate genealogies are rare in highland Madagascar. But 
what Zafimaniry teknonyms create is, perhaps a premature manifestation of 
a similar thing, an effacement of the living as they go through their lives. 

Another implication of teknonyms is that they are the only terminolog- 
ical link between spouses since father and mother are both referred to by 
teknonyms that are similar since they always involve the name of the same 
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child. By contrast, the earlier stages of the marriage process are not simi- 
larly reflected in naming practices. In fact this difference reflects the fact that 
the marriage has hardly gained social significance until it has reached the 
stage of child production, or to put the matter differently, it is not possible 
to be a socially recognized couple without being a socially recognized father 
or mother. In contrast to what is the case in other parts of Madagascar, sin- 
gle mothers are thus not normally addressed by a teknonym and are thus 
not “social” mothers,* and if a single mother is addressed or referred to by a 
teknonym this implies the shadowy evoked putative existence ofa father of the 
child, who would be addressed by a balancing teknonym, if only he could be 
located. Much the same pattern applies to fathers, though recognized single 
fathers only occur in quite exceptional circumstances. 

Practice in the use of teknonyms is however much less clear-cut than the 
simple principle outlined above. Although one should be called after one’s 
first child, in fact dead children are often forgotten and are imperceptibly 
replaced by living ones, especially living ones who are present and successful 
in the village. This also has the unintentional and uninstitutionalized effect 
that, since women tend to marry out of the village, boy’s personal names are 
more used than girl’s personal names as the basis of teknonyms. 

Other factors, linked to particular circumstances and which show the sup- 
pleness of the system, may also have an influence on which child is chosen for 
his parents’ teknonyms. These include the personal affection of the parent for 
a particular child expressed in a given context, or the interest of the person 
addressing the parent in evoking that son or daughter. Aspects of the triangu- 
lar relationship between the parents, the child, and the person addressing the 
parent may also have an effect. Thus, for example, if I know a child well called 
Koto, and if I want to stress my relationship to Koto when I am speaking to 
his parents; I will then address them as “mother of Koto” or “father of Koto,” 
even though Koto is not their first child and in spite of the fact that they are 
normally addressed by a teknonym based on that first child’s name. 

Such contextual practice shows how the use of teknonyms is not simply 
a matter of identifying a person by a conventional sign — a teknonym also 
contains a proposition. These propositions can be paraphrased, for example, 
as “you are the mother of Koto and I am showing you respect because you 
are the parent of such a powerful person” or “you are the father of Koto and 
because of my link to him I want to link myself to you.” Like all propositions, 
such propositions are always expressed, and understood, as having a commu- 
nicative purpose, which explains their place within the context of a speech 
act. Again, this purpose, as always, depends on the relationship and attitude 
between speakers and intended hearers. 
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TEKNONYMS AND THE STATUS OF ELDER 


Teknonyms are, first of all, the recognition and assertion that the person 
addressed, or referred to, is a mother or father. Thus the mother of Solo is 
renin Solo, since reny means mother, and his father is rain’Solo, since ray means 
father. But to understand fully the frequency of use of the teknonyms another 
aspect needs to be taken into account. 

Because of the existence of Solo, both his father and mother are also some- 
thing else, something we can gloss as “parents,” where the term parent is a 
translation of the Malagasy raiamandreny. This is a word used in most of 
Madagascar and among the Zafimaniry. The word raiamandreny is a unit and 
nota phrase but it is composed of the word for father ray, the word for mother 
reny, and an emphatic word for “and”: aman. Thus it can be said to literally 
mean: “father as well as mother.” Now, for the Malagasy, as is the case for the 
English word parent, a person becomes, by definition, a raiamandreny, by the 
simple fact of having had a child and inevitably this is implied and proposed 
by the use of a teknonym. 

However, the word and the notion raiamandreny has also other implica- 
tions, which explain why it is usually translated as “elder” in the literature 
on Madagascar, probably by analogy with African elders. Indeed, in a phrase 
such as “the raiamandreny of the village,” the term is used in a way similar 
to that used on the continent for an elder. Nonetheless, the fact that the term 
consists of the phrase “father and mother,” and does not refer to age, is most 
significant for understanding the concept of Zafimaniry seniority. First of all 
and obviously, it shows well the crucial social significance of parenthood, but 
this is no different from the implications of teknonyms in general. 

Equally significant, however, is that being called a raiamandreny also deper- 
sonalizes, but in a more fundamental way than occurs simply from the use of 
a teknonym. This depersonalization becomes particularly clear when people 
become important supports and leaders of the community, that is, raiaman- 
dreny in all senses of the term. Respected raiamandreny are people who ideally 
do not speak or act for themselves since, they embody the community as a 
whole, present, past, and future. They are thus the channels through which 
the ancestors make their presence felt as being together with the living. Thus, 
when acting out this role, raiamandreny speak very quietly, almost inaudibly, 
with their head bent down, dressed totally unobtrusively. It is as though they 
should disappear as people and appear as nothing other than a small constitu- 
tive part of the “social.” Such raiamandreny have then become almost nothing 
but parents or ancestors, which of course are by definition parents, and, soon, 
they will be dead and completely nothing in themselves individually. Or rather, 
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they will survive in a transformed sexless, bodiless, unindividuated state, in 
the form of their house and their progeny combined. For the “social” exists, 
not only in the give and take of human intercourse, but also in the interpre- 
tations that are shared concerning those human artifacts that are houses and 
villages that leave no place for individual human people. And, significantly, it 
is rare to use any name to address people who have reached the stage of full 
raiamandreny-hood and procreative success in life. It is as if this would imply 
an intrusion, as if it involved an attempt at evoking their particular identity 
and, therefore, ignoring the depersonalized corporate role and thing that they 
appear to become and are claiming to be. 

This respectful depersonalization, which is often manifested in a total avoid- 
ance of any name for address, and even in an avoidance of any indicative 
address through such means as kinship terms, pointing, or even second per- 
son pronouns, explains a particularly surprising Zafimaniry practice. That 
is, referring to people simply by the name of their village. Such a usage is 
particularly respectful, as it seems to treat people, either as if they were always 
representatives of their locality, or as if they were part of a place. And of 
course, in a sense that is precisely what Zafimaniry ideology would suggest. 
People become houses through fruitful marriages and fruitful houses, and 
these houses, in turn, become villages or, conversely, villages are fruitful mar- 
riages and the inhabitants are products of these fruitful marriages. 

All this has implications for the uses of teknonyms. Young people, who have 
born a child, but whose house is not yet completed and whose own parents are 
still alive, could be referred to as a Raiamandreny, because they have become 
ipso facto a parent. But, to do so, in any normal context, would be bizarre and 
cause a good deal of mirth since they are not yet elders, that is the basis of an 
established and growing family. They therefore are still individualized, as the 
mother of father of so and so, and have not yet become a fruitful conjunction 
of male and female located in a house that will continue after them. 

The avoidance of calling young parents raiamandreny has, however, further 
effects, since it even colors the use of the teknonym as such. Although it would 
be most offensive to call or refer to someone who has just borne a first child 
by their personal name since this would deny the recognition due to them, it 
would, nonetheless, be odd to refer to them by a teknonym since this would 
implicitly involve aspects of the status of parenthood: elderhood, which they 
have not yet achieved. As a result of this ambiguity, such young parents are 
often referred to by no word at all, or, ifneed be, indicated merely bya pronoun, 
usually by the more “familiar” forms of the pronouns, or by a kinship term. 

The young parents are therefore in something of a name no man’s land 
since they are parents but not yet truly elders. However, all available terms 
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imply the two statuses combined as if they were one. However, with more 
children and grandchildren the teknonym normally becomes established for 
reference and since the only alternative to use a personal name, would amount 
to denying the person the legitimate place in the moral order of “society” which 
their hardening house and reproductive success demonstrates. In address, 
however, the name is little used in casual speech, but when the teknonym 
is used in this way, this marks the speech act as being of importance and 
involving the rights and duties of the addressee, rights and duties that they 
are in the process of acquiring as a result of the “social” corporate being they 
are realizing in themselves. 


RAIAMANDRENY STATUS AND GENDER 


It is within the framework of this general depersonalization and becoming a 
house and a place that the issue of gender is best considered. As noted above, 
personal names often indicate whether the person is female or male, but this 
is best seen as an aspect of the individuality that the name celebrates. As an 
individual, a person has many attributes that the personal name comments 
on, often in a very indirect manner. The sex of a person is quite naturally an 
important side to this and so it is not surprising that it is often picked up in 
this way, though always together with other traits. However, as is characteristic 
of personal names in general, this is not systematic since the personal name 
does not imply that the individual is part of a system, quite the opposite. 
Such a lack of systematization contrasts with the uses of teknonyms, which 
indicate the place of the individual in an evoked “social” system. This place is 
gendered by the nature of teknonymy which, inter alia, distinguishes mother 
from father. But noting a gendered element to teknonyms needs further qual- 
ification. First, I would argue that the gender proposition it contains is always 
less salient than the parental proposition. Second, and equally significant, the 
oppositional gender element implied by the father/mother dichotomy grad- 
ually becomes subordinated. This becomes clear when we bear in mind the 
development implied in the uses of Teknonyms noted above. With time the 
fact of being a raiamandreny by the mere fact of being a parent becomes more 
and more associated, and ultimately replaced, by the “elder” aspect of the 
meaning of the term. This “elder” aspect of the term is not gender neutral, but 
what it stresses is that the elder/parent encompasses fatherhood and mother- 
hood together. This, after all, is the literal meaning of the term and this fact 
also explains that both men and women can be qualified as raiamandreny. 
Becoming an ever more “social” being means that one gradually replaces the 
incomplete character of fatherhood and motherhood by a complementary 
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and encompassing depersonalized parenthood of fatherhood and mother- 
hood. An encompassing combined parenthood, which becomes the house, a 
totally impersonal yet beautiful artifact, fixed in a particular place, which also 
combines the masculine and the feminine in its very construction. 


NECRONYMS 


In the past, important people were given a new name after their death, which 
was used whenever they were referred to. The main significance of this name 
was that it made it possible to avoid the names used in life. Nowadays, such 
names are rarely given because the ceremony when they were inaugurated 
does not normally take place, at least in Christian villages. This means that 
necronyms are only used for ancestors from long ago usually when referring 
to the founders of famous villages and even then sparingly. 

However, even today, one does not refer to the dead by name lightly. An 
often-quoted phrase is “One does not use names for no reason.” To do so 
shows a lack of respect but, above all, it seems to bring the unsettling presence 
of the dead, as individuals, too close. Among the Zafimaniry, as elsewhere in 
Madagascar, the ancestors are somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, they 
are, as parents, the source of blessing, on the other, they are also suspected of 
being, individuals who have resisted the depersonalizing process, jealous of 
the living. After all, as noted above the depersonalization process leading to 
the status of raiamandreny is not only positive, it implies giving up the self and 
the pleasures it can enjoy. The dead as ancestors are, therefore perhaps jealous 
of the sensuous life of living people, especially young living people, as such 
they are possible sources of trouble (Astuti 1994; Graeber 1995; Cole 2001). 
Referring to the dead as a group, by the general term for ancestors (razana), or 
contacting them as houses, suggests more their beneficial protective side, but 
calling them by individual names evokes the particular individual who could 
be the source of trouble. Only at rituals asking for blessing will elders move 
away from the more depersonalized representations and call the ancestors by 
name, usually as part of a list. It is as if, only in this way, their full power 
can be brought into the arena of the living, but this is a dangerous business 
and it can only be done by respected elders who have taken much precaution. 
Even then, they address the dead very quietly, so that nobody, except those 
who stand near them, those immediately concerned, can hear the names 
spoken. 

The same discomfort can be seen in the recent practice of writing the names 
of the dead on monuments near, or on, burial spots. It has become common 
to place a wooden cross against the stone covering the tomb on which is then 
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inscribed the name of the deceased and the date of their death. This practice 
is probably due to the influence of the missionaries. However, the Zafimaniry 
are careful to select wood that rots quickly for the making of these crosses. The 
symbolism of the decay of the crosses actually re-echoes the non-Christian 
symbolism of traditional funerals, where the wooden pole that was used to 
carry the corpse was also left to rot by the burial spot. Similarly as was the case 
for these poles, it is believed that the decay of the wood parallels, and isa sign of, 
the decay of the soft parts of the body. This is particularly important because 
only when these parts have disappeared, will it be possible to carry out rituals 
that involve entry into the tomb. The wooden crosses, however, create a new 
aspect of signification since it is also the name of the deceased that disappears 
from the location of the tomb. This accords well with the Madagascar-wide 
gradual depersonalization of the person through life, which has already been 
discussed, but also particularly well with the characteristic Zafimaniry de- 
emphasis of the tomb as an ancestral site and the accompanying emphasis on 
the house. 

There is one development of the last fifty years that goes against the dis- 
appearance of the names of the dead in daily consciousness. This is the fact 
that rich Zafimaniry have employed Betsileo stone masons to build, either the 
traditional stone commemorative monuments that stand outside villages or 
stone tombs of the highland type. On both of these artifacts, Betsileo masons 
often inscribed the names of the deceased with the date of death. Such stone 
tombs represent such a radical departure from Zafimaniry conceptions of 
what is appropriate that people say of those who commission them that they 
are “becoming Betsileo” and they, therefore express, in this way that they are 
completely outside the evoked traditional “social” system. Such an action sim- 
ply reflects a general rejection of what it means to be a Zafimaniry. The same 
is not true of the carved names on the stone monuments that the Betsileo 
stonemasons often carve. There, however, the inscribed names merely cause 
discomfort. Indeed, I remember asking a companion about those names while 
standing right in front of such a monument. After an embarrassed pause, he 
assured me that the writing had become obscured by moss and lichen and 
consequently could not be made out, when, in fact, I had no difficulty in 
deciphering it nor, do I believe, did he. 


BAPTISMAL NAMES 


Totally unconnected to the traditional naming practices are the names given 
in Christian baptism which are always French, though often pronounced 
in an unrecognizable Malagasy way. The reason for these names is that the 
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majority of Zafimaniry villages declare themselves to be Christian, sometimes 
Catholic, sometimes Protestant. In these Christian villages many children 
are baptized and are given what the priest or the pastor believes are suitable 
Christian names. The villages I know best were officially Catholic and a French 
missionary would come once a year, or so, to baptize children presented by 
their family. These Christian names so obtained were more used and more 
widely known when I first worked among the Zafimaniry in 1971. By the 
late 1990s, the influence of the Catholic Church had waned considerably and 
fewer children were baptized. Of those that were, their Christian names were 
almost never used, except in the presence of the priest and most were simply 
forgotten. A few individuals were, however, regularly called by these names as 
an alternative to what the Zafimaniry call “Malagasy” names. 

Thus, the lack of importance of the names given by the priest was not total, 
even in recent years. Occasionally Christian names were used because other 
available names had become forbidden through the dictate of some taboo 
or other. Usually, however, the use of such a name involved the recognition 
of the strong commitment to the church of the individual concerned and, 
accompanying this, as it almost always did, their orientation toward the outside 
and toward the urban bureaucratic modern world. 

The Jean-Paul referred to in a previous section is one of these persons for 
whom the baptismal name was normally used. He is an enthusiastic and sincere 
Catholic and it was in his house that the priest stayed on his pastoral visits 
to the village. He had taken full advantage of the possibilities that the church 
offered, especially in terms of education, and had succeeded in schooling two 
of his children so well that they had gone on as boarders to a town Catholic 
school and had ultimately become urban dwellers. In one case one was making 
a living in business, while the other was in the administration. It was no doubt 
his wish to be addressed as Jean-Paul and when he was called in this way, the 
use of the words evoked the world to which he was aspiring and in which he, 
by Zafimaniry standards, had been successful. When used by others the choice 
of his baptismal name normally marked the respect that his success caused in 
the village. 

However, matters are not so simple and straightforward. It was evident that 
the name was also used with varying degrees of irony anda rather bitter irony at 
that. To understand the nature of this irony one needs to realize the ambiguity 
that the kind of success which Jean-Paul embodies within the context of a 
Zafimaniry village. According to the outline of traditional Zafimaniry ideology 
given above, the successful ideal fulfillment of life is the ability to transform 
oneself into a house which will become a village. The requirement for such 
a transformation is that one has a numerous progeny, but this in itself is not 
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sufficient. This progeny must be successful but, also, be retained around the 
original house. It is in this way that one “becomes” a village. By contrast, the 
particular nature of Jean-Paul’s success had led to the fact that his children had 
left the village for another world, the urban “modern” world. They returned 
extremely rarely. His two remaining children had stayed in the village, but 
they were not particularly successful and one had only had one child in turn. 
So, from the traditional point of view, he was a relative failure. The weakness 
of Jean-Paul’s position as a progenitor explained the ambiguity of his political 
status in the village. He was respected and always represented the village to 
the outside and especially to the administration; but, inside the village, he was 
not powerful since this would have required descendants. His house was not 
beautifully carved but it had a tin roof and had been consolidated with lots of 
cement: materials that he had obtained through his church contacts. 

All this meant that, when his Christian name was used, the attitude of 
speakers had to be placed somewhere along a continuum, one end of which 
was respect for Jean-Paul’s achievements in the national world, the other end 
of which emphasized his relative failure inside the village. This ambiguity was 
also tinged with a feeling of betrayal and even hostility toward the subversion 
of values that the modern world implies. This is what explains the occasional 
irony. Every use of the name therefore evokes a position somewhere along 
this continuum and constitutes a minute act of political philosophy. Nothing 
shows this better than what happens in meetings of the elders of the village. 
In these Jean-Paul is obviously included, both because of his standing in the 
outside world and because of his standing inside the village which, though not 
as highas his age and genealogical status would normally lead to, is nevertheless 
considerable. What the elders most want to create in such meetings is a feeling 
of community and unity. Then, quite unlike daily village practice, they always 
address Jean-Paul by his teknonym. This not only marks him as an insider, 
but also places him within the genealogical framework, which explains the 
unity of the village and ignores the external divisive aspects that his baptismal 
name brings to the fore. 


CONCLUSION 


In a Zafimaniry village representations flicker on and off, evoked by commu- 
nicative acts through which mental attempts to communicate representations 
and attempts to imagine the representations of others criss-cross. The evoca- 
tions are given life in a multitude of ways, some linguistic, others not. Among 
the linguistic evocations are speech acts involving names. This multitude of 
evocations is neither chaotic nor completely predictable and organized. What 
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degree of order there is, is the product of shared socialization and the unifica- 
tion that comes from continuous interaction. The degree of disorder comes 
from different educational and life experiences, different patterns of interac- 
tion and personality differences. 

Among the partially shared orders that seem to emerge from the interac- 
tions where names occur, three seem important. First, there is the image of 
the growing “social” person who achieves immortality through becoming a 
thing and then a place. Second, we have the image of the sensuous individ- 
ual monad seeking satisfactions to a multitude of desires. Third, there is the 
imagination of a wider world of uncertain boundaries, which appears suc- 
cessively as Christendom, the modern world of nearby towns, the nation, or 
an even more global entity. All three are fairly unstable images, but the first 
two can appear usually, but far from always, in an ordered relation, where the 
first replaces the second in a process of depersonalization and even ultimately 
dehumanization. 

It would, therefore, be quite misleading to look for such a thing as a “Zafi- 
maniry naming system.” If there is a system, it is the total system of village 
life that exists through a multitude of individual acts, of which linguistic acts 
are a significant element. It is a social system, but of quite a different nature 
to the “social” evoked in communication. And, furthermore, as the case of 
baptismal names illustrates, the social system, in both senses is not, nor ever 
has been, bounded by the village. Linguistic acts of naming have meaning 
insofar as they enable individual minds to guess how they will be understood 
by other minds. These acts, like all other acts, are carried out within a set of 
beliefs about how things are and are understood by others to be. But these 
institutional factors should not make us forget the individual character of each 
instance of use of name words or of any other words or signs — an individual 


character which, in turn, explains the open-ended ness, subtlety, and fluidity 
of such talk. 
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NOTES 


1. For a discusion of the value of individuality among the Merina that would apply 
equally for the Zafimaniry, see Bloch 1989a. 
2. For a somewhat similar system, see Needham 1954. 
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3. Childless people may be called by a pseudo teknonym such as “father of children” 
or “mother of children” or “father or mother of Koto” when Koto is being fostered 
by them. Such usages are however recognized to be mere polite euphemisms. The 
refusal of the Zafimaniry to accept adoption or other forms of non-biological filiation 
contrasts with what occurs in many other parts of Madagascar. 

4. The children of such a mother are usually referred to as the children of her parents. 


Staying in Madagascar, Lambek is less immediately interested in the relation- 
ships engendered through naming processes, than in the question of the identity 
of the name and in the possibility of self-naming. In this, he elaborates a theme 
that is explored in several subsequent papers: the power of speaking names. 
Malagasy speakers of Mayotte and Northwest Madagascar, like Tukanoans of low- 
land Amazonia, also engage in human/non-human social relations — primarily 
through spirit possession. Human persons and deities who may be persons but 
who are not human, Lambek argues, are not the same order of thing. What, he 
then asks, is the importance of a spirit’s name to its identity? In an important 
way, Lambek proposes, Malagasy-speaking spirits constitute themselves not by 
revealing their names, but by saying what has hitherto been unsaid — that is, by 
naming themselves. In doing so, “spirits are realised.” They become real social 
persons insofar as they are treated as such. 


What’s in a Name? Name Bestowal and the Identity 
of Spirits in Mayotte and Northwest Madagascar 


MICHAEL LAMBEK 


A rose by any other name would smell as sweet; Rose Macaulay, if called by her 
parents Gladys, would have been the same person and written the same books; 
a deity by any other name might remain as terrifying, loving, unpredictable, 
or as some Hindus and Malagasy say, as fragrant (Malg. Andriamajnitry). But 
flowers, persons, and deities are not the same order of phenomena. Roses — 
despite the multiplication of varieties as the logic of commodities usurps 
natural selection — are roses, and — despite the intensive labor and exposure to 
toxic chemicals now necessary to make them flourish — are roses. Persons are 
somewhat more complex referents than roses and both require and resist being 
named. Deities, although often usefully understood as persons, are not the 
same as existential human beings. How different is the importance of a deity 
or spirit’s name to its identity? In this paper I explore the question, drawing 
on the ethnography of spirit possession found among Malagasy speakers of 
Mayotte and northwest Madagascar. 

The spirits in question engage in long-term relationships with specific 
human hosts and rise periodically to speak and act through them (Lambek 
1981, 1993, 2002). During moments of active possession, which can last up 
to several hours, hosts are in a state of trance (or dissociation), said to be 
temporarily absent from or out of control of their bodies. Spirits make 
their original presence known by means of dreams or illness; the afflicted 
person seeks help from a healer, herself a spirit medium, who attempts to 
draw up and speak with the spirit. Together they plan the ceremonies the 
spirit requires in order to make the host well; these ceremonies serve to 
legitimate the presence of the spirit in the host, to establish the terms of their 
relationship, and to identify the spirit. In Mayotte, the climax of the curing 
process occurs when the spirit announces its name. Thereafter the spirit may 
rise regularly as an identified person with whom the host as well as various 
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of her consociates have established their own relationships. In most instances 
hosts have more than one spirit, each identified by name. 


I. PROPER NAMES AND THEIR OBJECTS 


The relation of names to objects and persons has been the subject of consid- 
erable philosophical and linguistic debate throughout the twentieth century. 
One line of discussion has concerned the ways in which “proper names” are 
distinct from other nouns, thus the comparison between “rose” as the name 
of a kind of flower and Rose as the name of a specific person or persons. Do 
proper names form a natural category of thought? Are they distinguished and 
distinctive in every language? Are patronyms or teknonyms best understood 
as proper names? Are the titles we give to our papers and books?’ Is “God” a 
proper name? Is Kwoth (Evans-Pritchard 1956)? The names I will be address- 
ing are recognized by Malagasy speakers as the proper names of individual 
spirits, not those of a species or a species being, and they conform to such a 
category on formal linguistic and pragmatic grounds (cf. Mithun 1984). Nev- 
ertheless, in Madagascar (though not in Muslim Mayotte), the spirits may also 
be referred to as Ndranahary, a term that (in the present) denotes in the first 
instance God as supreme and singular being. Malagasy nouns do not distin- 
guish singular from plural forms and thus number is not an explicit index for 
discriminating proper nouns. But while individual spirits may be referred to 
as Ndranahary, the converse is far less likely (cf. Lienhardt 1961). 

Another question concerns the relationship of names to what they refer; 
are names descriptive of reality, assisting us in the functions of pointing and 
classifying, or do they shape or even constitute that reality? A more nuanced 
approach, taking into account the compelling arguments on both sides of this 
debate, would be to ask to what degree and in what manner does any particular 
naming practice distinguish the objects (or persons) of which it speaks. Even 
once we limit ourselves to “proper names,” the answer given to this question is 
not the same for all naming practices, even within a given language. Thus, first, 
or—markedly— Christian, names have a different function from last, or family, 
names in English; and these differ again from various kinds of titles that are 
often attached to proper names and used as forms of address and reference — 
titles that are indicative of gender, marital status, social age, rank, educational 
achievement, and so on, alist of attributes or distinctive features to which, from 
other languages, one might add at least birth order, age grade, descent group, 
and affinal status. In Madagascar many so-called “ethnonyms” are actually 
“toponyms” (Larson 1996, Walsh 2001). More generally, the practices that 
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denote living persons may differ somewhat in their effects from those that 
denote animals, places, social groups, works of art or literature, or various 
kinds of deities or spirit beings. 

The constitutive function of names is surely strongest in delineating noume- 
nal beings, creatures who are primarily unembodied or not “in focus” (Lambek 
1996) until they have been named. Names help to realize spirits: noumenal 
beings are brought to sustained human attention and become relatively fixed 
in their natures, such that we may speak of an identity relation, in large part 
through the process of naming. If only because they exaggerate the issues 
associated with names more generally, the names of deities and spirits are 
interesting to reflect upon.” 

There is a further reason that the names and naming of deities are worthy 
of attention, this one stemming from comparative ethnography rather than 
philosophy. This is the common practice of what literary critics, drawing 
on classical rhetoric, refer to as the trope of prosopopeia, “the figure that 
summons up an absent, dead, or ghostly personage by means of an act of 
naming that both evokes their presence and reminds us of the distance that 
separates them now from any power of living recall” (Norris 1988: xix—xx).3 In 
other words, it isa common feature of religious practices that the names of the 
gods are invoked. They are invoked in prayer, in sacrifice, and in exclamations 
both sanctifying and blasphemous. In the Islamic world, pious exclamations of 
God’s name permeate speech. Sakalava prayers (joro) begin with a long list of 
names, from the high (or abstract) God through many spirits. Dinka address 
their divinities by name in poetic hymns (Lienhardt 1961). Judaism marks the 
sanctity of the name of God by ruling it unpronounceable, yet offers indirect 
alternatives and much mystical speculation. In many religions the power or 
attention of the deities is reached through the invocation of their names; in 
fact, we often refer to prayer as “invocation.” I will return to the sanctity of 
names in another section. 


Ow 


LET US TAKE “IDENTITY, A MUCH OVER-USED AND POSSIBLY ABUSED 
concept, to mean simply that on each appearance of the object or person we 
can acknowledge some self-sameness, that it “is what it is and not another 
thing” (Blackburn 1994). I argue that in referring to and addressing persons 
and spirits, names provide them with a vehicle for identity; that is, that identity 
is implicit in reference and address. Hence, once we give someone a name, 
we grant them a condition for identity. If, further, we can agree with Quine’s 
precept, “No entity without identity” (Quine 1969: 23), then the act of naming, 
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in endowing its referent with identity, fulfills a necessary, if not sufficient, 
condition for realizing that object as an entity. 

I consider first how this applies to living persons. To begin with, it suggests 
some affinity with those post-structuralist theorists who argue that “identity” 
is formed more from the adoption of an external perspective than derived 
unproblematically from internal experience. We identify with names we are 
given by others; and if we reject a particular name, none of us rejects being 
named or the idea of having a name. It is striking how personal names are 
largely bestowed upon us (and invented, discovered, or discerned) by oth- 
ers. (If anyone knows of an ethnographic case where people routinely name 
themselves I would be glad to hear about it.) Moreover, we are never the chief 
enunciators of our own names; they are what we respond to, or how we are 
spoken about, not what we are given to speaking ourselves. 

But perhaps we can add a little existential balance to this formulation. For 
Bakhtin, the name is an affirmation, by others, of our existence, hence a vehicle 
for realizing it for ourselves: 


In life, we do this at every moment: we appraise ourselves from the point of 
view of others, we attempt to understand the transgredient moments of our very 
consciousness and to take them into account through the other. ..; in a word, 
constantly and intensely, we oversee and apprehend the reflections of our life in the 
plane of consciousness of other men [sic]” (3:16—-17) as cited by Todorov 1984: 94. 

(Godzich trans.) 


Or, to follow George Herbert Mead (1962), if the self is composed of a dialectic 
ofland me, names are the guarantors of the relative stability or continuity —the 
identity — of the me or the various me’s. But this me is what the I in its volatility 
at once depends upon and continuously transcends and escapes. None of us 
would wish to see ourselves reduced to our names and yet to imagine our 
names in question or ourselves un-named is to introduce a degree of freedom 
that most people would find intolerable. I suspect the existential vertigo of 
being un-named is true whatever the cultural conventions about multiple or 
changing names. 

Hence I would not follow those post-structuralists who see the name as 
primarily a form of violence or injury* or who play on the French homonym 
of the nomand the non. Children delight in hearing and repeating their names, 
much as parents delight in applying the infantilized forms: both take the nom 
as an emphatic oui! It is only later that the constraints become evident. 

Self-sameness is a matter of degree and relative to both various criteria and 
various perspectives, of self and others, of memory and documentation, of 
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embodiment and objectification. Its very importance may be culturally relative 
and of less explicit significance precisely in those social settings, such as “life- 
term social arenas” (Moore 1978) where it is taken for granted and where 
transitions are marked by means of new names. But given the universality 
of a dialectic of I and me, if there is no entity without identity, nevertheless 
perhaps we strive for identity without entity. We walk a fine line between the 
heaviness of entification (essence) and “the unbearable lightness of being” 
(existence). We need and delight in the assurance of identity that the name 
gives us and that we cannot bestow on ourselves, yet fear, resent, and resist 
being pinned too firmly with a name by others. 


Ow 


I NOW TURN BRIEFLY TO THE RELEVANCE FOR PROPER NAMES OF 
Frege’s distinction between sense (Sinn) and reference ( Bedeutung). Sense con- 
cerns the way different modes of presentation determine the thought expressed 
by the sentence in which they occur, whereas reference determines its truth or 
falsity. It has been argued that proper names may be distinguished from other 
forms of denotation insofar as the reference function comes to predominate 
over that of sense (Mithun 1984). Thus in ordinary usage the utterance “Peter” 
will be taken in the first instance to refer to someone by that name and not to 
evoke the idea ofa rock, the Biblical disciple, steadfastness, and so forth. Now, 
while this might be true with respect to embodied human persons, it becomes 
a little more complicated with spirits. To what degree can the name ofa spirit 
be said to refer to its object when in the absence of the name the object might 
have no identity? The ordinary word “rose” provides the sense of a certain 
kind of flower, an image, a scent, perhaps a distillation of beauty, of luxury, 
possibly even the evocation of poetry, and certain well-worn phrases. Here 
sense predominates over reference. By contrast, Rose, used as a proper noun, 
has in the first instance, a referential function; it refers to a specific woman, 
whatever her qualities. It can be used to identify a photograph or a corpse. 
But to announce a spirit named Rose is not either merely to refer to someone 
or to indicate the sense of something. Nor is it simply to locate, individuate, 
classify, or connect. 

Marianne Mithun has addressed the problem of how to distinguish proper 
names from other words in languages where the formal properties, for exam- 
ple, via capitalization or marking by number, or definite and indefinite arti- 
cles, are not evident. Mithun provides a brilliant demonstration that “proper 
names do constitute an identifiable category in Mohawk” (1984: 53). She also 
argues that “once common nominals become proper names, their sense is sus- 
pended entirely, and only pure reference remains. One can go to Onondaga 
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(‘on the hill’) without climbing a hill. ..” (1984: 50). But the corollary, “When 
one learns the meaning of a proper name, one does not learn a set of prop- 
erties that distinguish members of a class; one simply learns the identity of 
the referent” (1984: 50) might not be true everywhere, for example, among 
Central Brazilians (Maybury-Lewis 1984) or other inhabitants of a Maussian 
universe” Thus I suspect that the category of “proper” names may not be 
comprised of a universal set of formal properties and indeed that its distinc- 
tiveness from common nominals might be relative and not identical from 
language to language or place to place. Moreover, it is surely no accident that 
Mithun’s example of semantic leaching came from a place name rather than a 
personal name. Place names can be expected to last considerably longer than 
personal names, which must be bestowed at each new birth. 

Mithun concluded that, “As common nominals move toward proper names, 
their senses are progressively suspended by convention until only pure ref- 
erence remains” (1984: 53). However, in fact, the proper names of human 
persons often indicate both Sinn and Bedeutung — sense and reference. Thus, 
in a frequently cited example, George Eliot and Mary Ann Evans have a differ- 
ent sense but refer to same person. The George Eliot example is more salient 
than Mark Twain because of the sense of gender crossing. Rose, in English, 
is a woman’s name; men are never called by flowers. Moreover, names like 
Mary or Mohammed signify both themselves and their sacred prototypes. In 
principle every Jewish, Christian, and Muslim name does so. They also are not 
meant to be unique — there are many Marys, many Mohammeds, and many 
declensions of each. Certainly the profusion of Mahamoudous, Hamidous, 
Ahmeds, Madis, and Amadas in Muslim Mayotte is matched by the Marie- 
Frances, Marie-Christines, and of course Marie-Roses in Catholic France (not 
to mention the Rosemaries in Catholic Austria). If such names individuate 
they also locate and relate, indexing the religion or religious origin of the 
bearer. In their reproduction of a cultural model and set of sacred prototypes 
they are not absolutely different from the naming systems Mauss described 
for native North Americans. 

Naming systems that do consciously break from the past can also be full 
of sense. During the 1950s, Bakgalagadi in Botswana bestowed on their chil- 
dren such wonderful modern names as Justice, Danger, Twinkle, and Overall 
(Solway personal communication).° Any name says something about the per- 
sons who bestowed it, although what it says may not be immediately obvious 
(e.g., the sudden fashion among North American Christians for what had been 
markedly Jewish names). Frege’s Sinn, sense, is the same word as Weber’s Sinn; 
the proper name has sense with respect to the larger webs or worlds of meaning 
in which namers and named operate. 
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If reference were all we cared about we might as well be named by numbers — 
as indeed in certain contexts we are. We don’t need to think about concen- 
tration camps to recognize the presence of identification by number: for tax 
purposes, on passports, bank accounts, credit cards, various forms of social 
insurance, license plates, telephones, and now the multiplication of PIN num- 
bers, computer passwords, and so on. The latter form an interesting category 
insofar as recognition of the reference is highly restricted, between single indi- 
viduals, on the one side, and anonymous agencies or machines, on the other. 
Most of these numbers can be seen as forms of interpellation, means by which 
the state and financial institutions call upon us, monitor us, and direct and 
constrain our agency. Insofar as names are distinct from numbers, and we feel 
as though they are, it must be with respect to sense rather than reference.’ 

One of the ways numbers are distinguished from names is that they are 
direct and unmodified (except by other digits). It is what I earlier called 
titles and what might better be referred to as modifiers that help constitute 
sense. Modifiers approach the self indirectly, circumspectly, beginning with 
socially recognized aspects of identity, relatively public or surface features. 
Modifiers also frequently entail a reflexive component; identifying someone 
as Mr. or Ms. implies a form of respect on the part of the speaker, and indicates 
something of the speaker’s identity as well as that of the addressee or referee. 
Modifiers ensure relationality. Hence while modifiers have semantic meaning 
their salience is primarily at the level of pragmatics. 

We don’t need to turn to unusual examples like pseudonyms to make the 
point that all of us go under more than one form of address or reference which 
are more or less modified. Whether I am addressed as “Michael,” “Professor 
Lambek,” or “hey you!” both responds to and shapes the social context. And 
the names applied can be framed as playful slurs or illegitimate honorifics, as 
thickly as Ryle’s winks. 

Now, while names are distinguished from pronouns in not being deictic, 
it becomes clear that the stability and uniformity that distinguishes proper 
names on the semantic register and that in large measure accounts for accept- 
ing the predominance of reference over sense in philosophical or linguistic 
discussions, is not matched by their stability at the level of pragmatics.* Thus, 
even though we may say that one of the things we do with names is to refer to 
people, such acts of reference are themselves never automatic or without sense. 

Modifiers help modulate and conceal, whereas names in their direct ref- 
erential purity, can expose.? This may be why address by means of the most 
direct or elemental name is, in many cultural contexts, considered rude. That 
is to say, the more an act of naming appears to rest with the purely referential 
aspect of the name, the more potentially ambiguous the sense and hence the 
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more dangerous. Unmodified application of a name is invasive. Most often, 
I think, it is used in relations of direct vertical authority, from adults to chil- 
dren, or blatant disrespect — thus carrying sense after the fact. The pragmatic 
sense of direct, unmediated reference is one of authority or disregard for the 
deferential boundaries of the self. It also implies a reduction of the person to 
the name, returning us to the existential issue raised above. 


Ow 


I WILL NOT PRETEND THAT ATTENDING TO SPEECH PRAGMATICS AS 
well as semantics solves the underlying thorny philosophical questions. But 
I suggest that attention to speech acts is a way of getting around the sense/ 
reference distinction and helps illuminate my ethnography concerning the 
social procedures by which spirits are bestowed with names and brought into 
social existence by speakers of Malagasy. It becomes clear that one distinction 
between ordinary nouns and proper names is that the former are merely 
givens, developing organically via the natural processes of linguistic change 
(with certain exceptions in the case of interventions by language academies 
or formal impositions of linguistic taboos) and learned in the process of 
linguistic socialization. Proper names, however (with the possible exception 
of nicknames), must be instantiated. Flowers are not bestowed with the noun 
“rose”; girls are. Leaving aside the question of how names are selected or 
whether, in the case of inherited names, they may be anticipated or known 
with certainty, proper names are never simply there, as nouns are, but must 
be bestowed in rituals of naming. 

Rituals of name bestowal are quintessential examples of what Austin illu- 
minated as performative or illocutionary acts. Formal and conventional con- 
nections between specific names and persons are made; they are the products 
of performative speech acts. Such acts may entail baptism, the signing of legal 
registries, or ancestral blessing. They are generally sanctified and authorized, 
but whatever the degree of formality and legitimation, however elaborate the 
process, there is a discrete transition between a person’s not having and then 
having a certain name. The bestowal of a name is factive insofar as it brings 
into being the state of affairs with which it is concerned (Rappaport 1999: 115). 
In modern states birth and marriage certificates, our so-called identity papers, 
confirm or validate not only our name but also our person; they constrain 
movement and agency and in their absence our very existence is illegitimate." 

As Rappaport has pointed out, the force of performatives “does not depend 
in any simple and direct way upon the effect of these acts and utterances upon 
the minds and hearts of those exposed to them” (1999:114). Leaving aside the 
fact that in the West most people do not choose their names, and indeed are 
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bestowed with them before they are conscious of the fact, even the effects on 
adults may be discounted. Many immigrants to the United States were given 
last names by the authorities on Ellis Island. My father-in-law was named 
Morris Maurice Solway. The family story has it that his mother didn’t speak 
English very well and when approached by the person recording the birth 
certificate in a Canadian hospital, repeated herself in exasperation. “Morris, 
Morris” she said to the clerk, hoping to get her point across. 

While locutionary acts — statements that describe or report on the world — 
are taken to be true or false with respect to the facts, illocutionary acts construct 
conventions with respect to which the facts will henceforth be judged as true 
or false (Rappaport 1999). It is precisely here, then, that a theory of proper 
names simply in terms of reference falls flat. In order for names to refer to 
persons, the name must be correctly established in acts that cannot themselves 
be described as acts of reference. 

What is the relationship of names and their objects that is brought into 
being through acts of name bestowal? One possible answer is the Maussian 
one, namely that what such acts do can be described less as the giving of a 
name to a person, than the conjoining of person with name. It is equally the 
name (or personnage) that is bestowed with a person (or body) as the reverse 
(cf. the paper by Iteanu, this volume). “Here is another “Tom,’” we are saying; 
“the name lives on.”™ 


Il. THE ANNUNCIATION OF SPIRITS IN MAYOTTE: 
PERFORMATIVENESS AND ITS MYSTIFICATION 


Turning to the ethnography of spirit possession, let me repeat, and slightly 
reformulate, an older argument of mine with respect to the annunciation of 
spirits (Lambek 1981, Chapters 8 and 9). In Mayotte (Comoro Archipelago, 
Western Indian Ocean), when a person comes to be possessed by a spirit, its 
species’* and gender” are rapidly known but not its individual name. Or, if 
this is known, or surmised, it cannot be spoken, without risk of driving the 
person mad, until the spirit identifies itself by name. This avoids any sense 
that the name has been bestowed by others and is somehow arbitrary, that 
it is a human construction rather than the sign of an ostensibly autonomous 
being whose identity is independent of any particular manifestation. 

At the moment the spirit announces its name, people in Mayotte, would say 
that the spirit is identifying itself, that is to say, it is referring to itself, revealing 
or reporting on its identity, and doing so in such a way that implies that it 
has had such an identity all along. The implication is that a spirit with such 
a name has long existed and that it is this spirit who now stands before the 
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company and identifies himself as the spirit who has begun a relationship with 
the particular host from whose body he or she is speaking. Yet it is equally 
clear that what is transpiring is a performative act. Various formal criteria 
have to be met in order for the spirit to carry it off, the act is surrounded by 
a degree of ceremony, and it is witnessed and acknowledged by a large group. 
Moreover, it is only from this moment that the name can be used to address 
or refer to this particular incarnation. Use of the name has now become valid. 
The ceremony surrounding the naming also has a perlocutionary, that is, 
persuasive effect, and when the illocutionary act is felicitious, it persuades not 
only the audience, but the curer and, most importantly, the host, as well (cf. 
Lévi-Strauss 1963 ). It is the climactic and most compelling moment in a long 
and sometimes tedious sequence of acts and utterances (cf. Turner 1967). 

Thus I argue that the spirit is not merely referring to itself but is actually 
bestowing itself with a name and bestowing the name with an incarnation — 
henceforward Lakulaku (or whatever the name is) will be recognized as present 
each time it appears in this host. In describing a performative act as a descrip- 
tive one, the performativity is mystified. People take the spirit to be merely 
referring to itself, telling the spectators its name, as though it had this name 
all along, when in fact it is constituting itself by giving itself a name (and also 
reproducing the collective imaginary by giving itself to the name). In conjoin- 
ing name and body it is producing and reproducing an identity. Yet for the 
spectators the fact of having an identity is implicit in the act of reporting the 
name. You cannot report the name of something that has no identity; hence 
the report presumes the identity. 

To take this a step further, the mystification of performativeness is one of 
the chief ways in which religious beings come to be understood as entities in 
their own right, irrespective of human action. In the case of the bestowal of 
the spirit’s name there is actually a kind of double mystification going on, a 
mystification that can be understood at shallower and deeper levels. At the 
shallower level the spirit is performing an illocutionary act that is understood 
as merely locutionary. Instead of telling us his name, revealing who he has 
been all along, the spirit is giving himself a name. Henceforward, that is who 
he is. The initial annunciation is thus different from subsequent applications. 
At a deeper level, whether understood descriptively or performatively, the 
application of the name presupposes an identity, which in fact it brings into 
being or serves to maintain. Thus the ostensible act of reference conceals 
the act of name bestowal, and the acts of bestowal and reference mystify the 
human construction and reproduction of individuated spirits as beings in the 
world. The mystification of performativeness is thus to render natural what 
is actually conventional. 
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How is the mystification of performativeness so easily accomplished? Rap- 
paport would respond in part as follows: 


It is important to keep in mind... that the distinction between performative sen- 
tences and those that Austin called “constatives” (1962: 3, passim), statements, 
reports, descriptions and the like, is not always clear and straightforward. When 
that which is performatively established is a concept or understanding, the per- 
formative is immediately transformed into a constative. That is, a performative 
expression which in its liturgical utterance establishes some cosmic entity, quality 
or power as a social or cultural fact makes it subsequently possible to construe 
that self-same expression as a statement. To establish God’s existence as a social 
fact through the ritual recitation of, say, the Shema, makes it immediately possible 
to interpret the sentence “The Lord Our God, the Lord Is One” as a report or 
description of a state of affairs existing independently of the sentence or, at least, 
any instance of its utterance. Such a construction is, of course, validated by the 
enduring public [and unfalsifiable] nature of the Ultimate Sacred Postulates. None 
of those who has recited the Shema in the last 3,000 years or so has enunciated 
it de novo. They have been reiterating a formula which had established the One 
God long before they were born. Ultimate Sacred Postulates thus appear as state- 
ments to those who give voice to them. Their ultimately performative grounding 
nevertheless becomes clear when the effects of the cessation of their liturgical 
expression is considered. If no one any longer recited the Shema, “The Lord Our 
God the Lord is One” would cease to be a social fact, whatever the supernatural 
case might be. As far as present day society is concerned, Jupiter, Woden, En-Lil, 
and Marduk are no longer anything more than figments of ancient imaginings, 
for no one continues to establish or re-establish their being by calling their names 
in ritual. (1999: 279) 


With respect to the annunciation of the less exalted names of individual 
spirits in Mayotte (who are lower on Rappaport’s hierarchy of sacred entail- 
ment than God), part of the mystification of performativity is accomplished 
precisely by means of local concerns with falsification, not of the name itself 
but of its application in a given instance. Some spirits fall silent at the key 
moment; or they may utter a name that is challenged by a member of the 
audience. This could occur if a medium who was already acknowledged to 
bear the particular spirit suddenly entered trance and denounced the annun- 
ciating spirit as an impostor. A failed performative is explained in one of two 
ways, both of which imply that the utterance was actually a constative: either 
the person was not really possessed, and hence ignorant, or the spirit was 
lying.’4 In other words, if the utterance of the name is taken to be a constative, 
that is, a report of a state of affairs, it may fail if it is judged incomplete or 
incorrect. Judging a statement false or incomplete thus implies that it was, 
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in fact, a constative. The point is that the very idea of falsifiability speaks 
to the reality of what it addresses — that named, identifiable, and identified 
spirits exist and that when the selfsame spirit inhabits two or more hosts it 
maintains the same name. Thus, events that might otherwise be understood 
to challenge the reality of spirits actually support their realization. Spirits can 
lie and humans can make mistakes, but that there exist named spirits there 
can be no doubt. 


Ow 


WITH RESPECT TO ORDINARY HUMAN PERSONS, THE ORIGINAL 
performative acts of name bestowal are not usually mystified, at least not 
among Malagasy speakers or North Americans. But subsequent acts of refer- 
ence do presume self-sameness. And one may well ask, as post-structuralists 
do, to what degree such self-sameness is a naturalization of the conventional 
accomplished by means of the name. Whatever one’s answer to this question, 
it seems clear that by comparison to human persons, the issue is heightened 
for spirits. 

Spirits are realized. They become real social persons insofar as they are 
understood as such, are treated as such, and are enabled to act as such. This 
realization, like the realization of human persons, is constituted by means of a 
dialectic of embodiment and objectification. The embodied qualities of spirits 
are manifest in the experience of possession for the host and onlookers, their 
appearance in dreams,” and their impact on well being in daily life. Yet because 
their embodiment is contingent and unstable, the objectification by means 
of names is even more critical in realizing their identity as persons than is 
the case for human persons. By identity, remember, I mean ongoing existence 
such that on two occasions when the spirit is present it may be understood to 
be the self-same creature, but also can be discriminated from other spirits who 
have different identities. The identity of a spirit can be discerned both across 
successive visits to a given host and when it appears in different hosts. Here the 
names play all the functions that personal names anywhere do — identifying, 
classifying, distinguishing, individuating, relating, and providing social conti- 
nuity— yet can and must do so even in the face of discontinuous embodiment. 

The names also implicate the sociality of spirits in two ways. First, they 
imply that the spirits come from a social world in which persons are named 
and address and refer to each other by name. Second, the names confirm 
that the spirits are capable of engaging in social relations with their human 
hosts, relationships that are social insofar as they are based on the possibility 
of continuity and hence on certain forms of commitment and reciprocity. 
Commitment is established and summarized by means of names and their 
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exchange in greetings and introductions. By acknowledging their names per- 
sons acknowledge their self-sameness and hence their responsibility for past 
and future acts. Insofar as the name codifies identity and projects it into the 
future, it establishes a locus of moral accountability. 

There are no more basic forms of acceptance of the conventions and conse- 
quences of identity construction and performance in a given social field than 
the bestowal, acceptance, and witnessing of names. Bestowal of a name is a 
ritual act that indicates acceptance of the universe that has created the con- 
ventions for naming (Lambek 1981: 150). In particular, it entails accepting the 
means by which social acts and social careers can be judged in moral terms; 
named identity looks backward in acknowledging the connections among past 
acts and forward in promising responsibility. In the case of the spirits the suc- 
cessful declaration of the name may be described as a multiply-performative 
act: it establishes the effectiveness of the cure, the authenticity of the incar- 
nation of the spirit, the good faith of host, spirit, curer, and witnesses; and 
it re-aggregates all the parties concerned. In declaring its name the spirit 
acknowledges responsibility for the host’s illness and promises to protect and 
assist the host in the future; it establishes the basis by which the prior history of 
the host is to be understood and by which the future behavior of the spirit and 
condition of the host will be evaluated (Lambek 1981: 146-7). If, as Rappaport 
has argued, ritual “contains within itself not simply a symbolic representation 
of social contract, but a consummation of social contract” (1974: 38), naming 
can be understood as the quintessential ritual act. 


Ow 


IT IS INTERESTING TO CONSIDER THAT RAPPAPORT’S ULTIMATE SACRED 
postulates frequently entail the name or names of deities. He points out that 
one line of thought in Judaism has suggested that the entire Torah is actu- 
ally the name of God; thus to recite the Torah is to realize God through the 
performative utterance of His name. Moreover, as an ultimate sacred pos- 
tulate, it is God’s name that sanctifies subsequent acts of naming, of names 
given, and acts performed “in God’s name.” The names of God correspond 
to features that are characteristic of Rappaport’s ultimate sacred postulates 
insofar as they are “devoid of concreteness, low in social specificity, and taken 
to be eternal, immutable, ultimately efficacious, absolutely authoritative, fun- 
damental rather than contingent or instrumental and, of course, intrinsically 
sacred” (1999: 275). Furthermore, they are, “beyond empirical falsification or 
objective verification [as well as] invulnerable to falsification or verification 
by logic. ... And yet they are taken to be unquestionable” (emphasis in original, 
1999: 281). 
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I would like to suggest tentatively that much as the name of God serves to 
sanctify social acts and social relations, and in many instances personal names 
themselves (the Jesuses, Abdallah’s, etc.), so, to a much lesser degree, can per- 
sonal names stand to the acts and creations of those who bear them. Personal 
names can be also relatively devoid of concreteness, low in social specificity, 
immutable for the life span of the person, and fundamental rather than con- 
tingent. This is not true of every kind of personal name, but certainly, in many 
societies, kinds of names are ranked with respect to these features. Often the 
“highest” name on this hierarchy is secret, its use restricted, like that of many 
sacred words, and its utterance thought to have profound implications. One 
ought not to “take the name in vain.” 

Personal names are sacred insofar as they underwrite consciousness and 
agency, signifying not merely the social presence of the person in the immedi- 
ate form of the “me,” but the existential “I.” This “I” remains underspecified 
and, as remarked earlier, to overspecify it or to invoke it unnecessarily or too 
directly is rude, threatening, constraining, and, we may now add, violating 
and profaning. Sanctity, for Rappaport, is a property of discourse. It is through 
giving their names that persons make promises and undertake various forms 
of commitment. The name serves to authorize all the acts carried out “in its 
name;” hence to challenge, abuse, or misuse the name is to challenge that 
which maintains personal integrity. The name is, in this sense, prior to the 
person understood as the sum of his or her roles or acts. This relatively sacred 
quality of names in general helps to illuminate the restrictions in Mayotte on 
the premature utterance ofa spirit’s name and the profundity of the moment 
of its first declaration. 


III. NAMING THE UN-DEAD: PRODUCING AND REPRODUCING 
THE SOCIAL ORDER IN NORTHWEST MADAGASCAR 


My understanding of the processes by which spirits are realized through 
naming has been greatly enhanced by subsequent fieldwork in northwest 
Madagascar, specifically in Mahajanga, in what may be the center of the tromba 
cult. Tromba spirits, who are among those who name themselves in Mayotte, 
are transformed members of the Sakalava royal clan and their close associates. 
Royalty become trombas after death and subsequent to correct enactment of 
mortuary practices, but they continue to appear as unique, named historical 
individuals according to their position in the royal genealogy. Although the 
details of the announcement of the name of each incarnation in new hosts 
vary somewhat from what I have described for Mayotte and the legitimation is 
more elaborate, the process is essentially the same.’° Moreover, in Mahajanga, 
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the naming is sometimes described explicitly as a test. To pass the test the 
spirit must name itself, its parents, and its place of origin (that is, the place 
where the royal person died). The annunciation situates the spirit within a 
genealogical line and system of social relations, as well as within a cosmology 
established according to certain assumptions (concerning the production of 
trombas, etc.). Insofar as place is invoked and referred to by name at these 
moments, so it too is sanctified and becomes reproduced as part of the sacred 
chronotope. 

In Mahajanga, while correct annunciation performatively establishes the 
legitimacy of a new medium and the identity of the spirit possessing her, the 
facts uttered are also constative, that is, they do report on actual (once living) 
persons, relationships, and events that are part of a continuously reproduced 
historical record, including the transformation of these persons into trombas. 
I have argued elsewhere (Lambek 1998, 2002) that, like other forms of history, 
this one does bear a correspondence truth. In other words, whatever one 
may think about the socially constructed or autonomous nature of spirits 
as entities, the names of the spirits here do also refer, for the most part, to 
historical individuals. 

Both in Mahajanga and in Mayotte the lips and mouth of the tromba 
spirits are rubbed with a silver coin prior to the annunciation. In Mahajanga 
informants are clear that this is to purify the mouth of the spirit and ensure 
a truthful annunciation. In effect, the coin sanctifies the utterance. Coins 
made of silver and gold may be understood as a kind of condensed royal 
ancestral essence or hasina.” As such, the coins are the material equivalent 
to Rappaport’s sacred postulates, substantiating power, sanctity, truth, purity, 
wholeness, and immutability. What is present in this part of Madagascar is a 
literal and absolute gold and silver standard of value.'® Mediums must keep 
a coin for each of their spirits; the coin is, in effect, the material sign of the 
spirit and the repository of its royal hasina, sacred power. 

The fact that the spirit bites on and spits out the coin when it first announces 
its name finds its counterpart in the mortuary rituals that enable deceased 
members of the royal clan to emerge as trombas in the first place: on burial, a 
gold coin, obtained from the store at the shrine containing the relics of their 
most senior ancestors — the most concentrated source of hasina — is placed 
between their jaws. It is the placement of the coin that enables the deceased to 
emerge as a new tromba or, according to various informants, provide it with 
the power of speech, the power to speak truthfully, or the power to speak in 
such a way that it can be understood (although spirits from earlier periods 
speak in dialects that are often hard to understand today). Put another way, 
the coin gives the speech currency. 
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The coins act rather like a sacred identity card insofar as they guarantee 
the legitimacy of the bearer. To be a member of the royal descent group is not 
simply a matter of birth but requires ancestral recognition at two key moments. 
A child of royal parentage should be presented to the senior ancestral spirit 
at the royal burial ground along with an offering of two head of cattle. This 
grants royal identity and an eventual place in the burial ground. Then at death 
the deceased must receive coins from the stock at the main shrine. Presumably 
such recognition is dependent on the preceding one. If the coins are not from 
this source the senior spirit will not recognize the deceased as his descendant. 

Thus, ifthe annunciation ofa spirit in a given host may be evaluated accord- 
ing to a correspondence truth such that the performative bestowal of a name 
of a new incarnation of the spirit in fact corresponds to a historical person- 
nage whose name is independently known, such correspondence depends on 
these prior acts of naming, introduction, and recognition. Moreover, each 
time a member of the royal clan dies (or, in Sakalava euphemism necessary 
for speaking about royalty, keels over, mihilafia), the transformation of the 
properly buried deceased into an ancestor also requires the bestowal of a new 
name. In other words, trombas do not bear the names of their historical per- 
sons but must each be bestowed with a different name, a necronym, before 
their appearance in human hosts can be verified. The spirit will then utter and 
respond to the new, ancestral name, not the name or names of the formerly 
living person. In principle, the former names should never be spoken. Indeed, 
in some instances, where the names might have held sense as well as reference— 
as many personal Malagasy names did and do — all mundane usages of the 
word might be tabooed and the signifier replaced by another in the stringent 
effort to keep matters of royal life and death separate from one another. The 
fallen royal is, in a sense, un-named.” To utter the former name or noun is 
to draw attention to the fact that the monarch is dead and to challenge the 
primary differentiation on which the ideal order is based (Douglas 1966). 

Thus, as one person explained, Ndramamitrana’s name was Tiambola; that’s 
why people in Analalava (where he reigned) never say vola for “money” any 
more but have replaced it with marké and other synonyms (cf. Feeley-Harnik 
1991). However, as this account illustrates, the former name may be remem- 
bered as well — and remembered precisely by means of the taboo — as the name 
that cannot be uttered. Some names held by once living rulers are also recorded 
in historical texts. Thus in one respect, as in the case of George Eliot, Sakalava 
would argue that the two names have different senses but the same referent. 
But in another respect, the reference may be said to be distinct — one name 
fully replaces the other, the names should not be used interchangeably, and 
the necronym is necessary for the emergence of the tromba, a distinct form 
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of being. The name of the tromba erases or covers over the name by which 
the personage was known in life. Thus “history” is refigured, transmuted to 
a different plane, and is out of synch with European (written) history; for 
minor players it is often hard to match up the names in the two registers. The 
process is thus one of de- and re-personalization — accomplished by means of 
un- and re-naming. 

Creating new kinds of ancestral persons, royal necronyms have distinctive 
morphological and semantic properties. First, they are honorifics — they indi- 
cate profound respect. Those of the Zafinimena branch of Sakalava royalty 
who conquered this part of Madagascar in the early eighteenth century are 
composed of three parts. The first morpheme, Ndra- indexes royal clanship. 
Trombas who are not members of the royal clan do not have this prefix. Nor do 
they have the honorary suffix -arivo, a thousand, or a thousand fold. Between 
the standard prefix and suffix lies the distinctive core of the name. Thus, 
Ndramboeniarivo means Lord of the People a Thousandfold.*° 

The central portion of the tromba’s name is decided by the community 
shortly after the burial. This core has a sense, describing some aspect of the 
person during their life or some striking feature associated with the death or 
funeral. Tromba names epitomize the life and death of the rulers. The names 
are given when their characters have already been formed, not before. They 
are not qualitatively neutral like a George or Louis whose order has to be 
distinguished. I was told that for trombas, unlike the living, it was taboo 
(fady) for the same name to be bestowed twice. Thus, taking all three parts, it 
is clear that the necronyms are full of sense. They are meaningful and evocative 
and they help to constitute the individual identity to which they subsequently 
refer. 

The sense of the name is important; not only is it one of the very few 
facts about the person (if not the only one) to enter the popular memory, 
it comes to stand for the person, operating synecdochally to epitomize the 
essence of his or her being as well as his or her time (Lambek 1998, 2002). 
The name complements the medium’s mimetic performance as the spirit 
and her judicious practice of the spirit’s taboos. The posthumous name is 
a praise name, but it is also rather like a nickname in that it singles out a 
distinctive feature and thus provides a condensation and objectification of 
memory. Some trombas have both a formal praise name and an informal 
nickname, which may be a shortened form of the formal name or, for a spirit 
who died in childhood, a term of endearment like mwana kely, sweetie (lit., 
little girl). As time passes, the sense of the name may be largely forgotten, 
much as Mithun argued. There are some names that only a few specialists can 
interpret; others are widely understood. For those in the know, the name may 
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provide the opening for a narrative about its original bearer which it indexes.” 
Many have to do with the bearer’s death, thus with how he or she became a 
tromba. 

Necronyms are used primarily in reference rather than in direct address. 
This reference is first of all self-reference; spirits, as we have seen, announce 
who they are. Spirits are addressed by name in prayer and when they are asked 
to arrive. But once present they are addressed formally as tompin, master, or 
informally by a kinship term, dady, baba, mama, by a teknonym that incorpo- 
rates the necronym of one of their junior relatives, or by a nickname. These 
are signs of affection and intimacy, or used to please or flatter the spirit, but 
they also indicate the inherent sociality of the spirits. Forms of address are 
thus similar to those used to address the living. 

I will not continue to describe the spirits (see Lambek 2002). Suffice it 
to say that gifts to living royalty and to the royal shrines are often given in 
their names and that many people, especially mediums and clients or former 
clients of spirit mediums associate themselves and perhaps even identify with 
particular named spirits. Although the names of the mediums themselves do 
not change, mediums may refer to and address one another with the kinship 
terms appropriate between their respective spirits. The names of the spirits 
thus help to channel and organize both small and large-scale redistributive 
(or tributary) activities and form the substance of diffuse social networks. 


Ow 


I NOTED ABOVE THAT NECRONYMS ARE BESTOWED BY THE COMMUNITY. 
This is what people say; never having observed it, I cannot describe it with 
authority. Some people say the bestowal of the name is in the power of royal 
officials, others in the hands of the people. Whatever the case, it would appear 
that the name is established by an assembly of some kind. Here it is instruc- 
tive to compare two branches of the Sakalava Zafinimena royal clan, one that 
appears to draw more on popular sentiment while the other attempts to main- 
tain tighter control of the production of the name. This in turn has significant 
consequences for the circulation of the trombas among mediums and hence, 
ultimately, for the political well being of each royal branch. This is because, 
in the present day, the spirit mediums and their clients are the main source 
of committed royal subjects and hence of material, financial, and sentimental 
support for royalty (Lambek 2002). Whatever the actual cause and effect, what 
I describe returns us to the way that the bestowal of names realizes the sociality 
of spirits. 

Here I only summarize the comparison between Bemihisatra and Bemazava 
production of spirits.74 Relative to the Bemihisatra branch, the Bemazava 
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restrict knowledge of the necronym. Bemazava take longer to select the name,” 
the assembly that does so is more exclusive, and the name is released to the 
public more slowly. A longer time elapses before the spirit first emerges in 
a host; Bemazava trombas generally do not appear for several years after 
a death and then only in a medium close to (or even within) the family. 
Bemazava also continue to adhere to an older tradition in which the number 
of spirit mediums for any given royal ancestor was severely limited. Whereas 
certain Bemazava spirits rise in only one living medium and move to a second 
medium only when the first is near death, among Bemihisatra the number 
of mediums for any given spirit is often very large, and extends well beyond 
Sakalava themselves. Each Bemazava medium also bears fewer spirits than do 
mediums affiliated with the Bemihisatra branch. Finally, Bemazava sense of 
discretion is manifest in their reluctance to see the emergence of spirits of those 
who died in childhood and whose presence evokes pity and sentimentality; it 
is said they may even render their live parents distraught with grief. 


Ow 


IN SUM, I HAVE ARGUED THAT TROMBA SPIRITS IN AND AROUND 
Mahajanga are constituted by two quite distinct forms and acts of name 
bestowal. At the first, following the royal interment, the necronym is estab- 
lished. This serves in principle to distinguish the social persona of the tromba 
from the actual deceased who, indeed, is urged to leave the living behind 
and let them get on with their lives. Thus the bestowal of the name effec- 
tively acknowledges the separation of the dead from the undead and also 
moves the person from the family context to a public one (more or less suc- 
cessfully and completely, as we have just seen). The second bestowal occurs 
in the course of the ceremonies that take place each time the tromba is 
legitimated in a new medium. Here the name bestowal effectively distin- 
guishes the person of the tromba from both that of the host and from those 
of other trombas who might possess that host and it identifies the spirit 
with all manifestations of the same name legitimately incarnated in other 
mediums. Together these naming ceremonies help to realize the tromba as 
first, an identifiable and then, an identified person in its own right. The 
cumulative effect of these ceremonies following each royal death and the 
emergence of each new spirit medium is to produce and reproduce the fig- 
ures whose inter-relationships constitute the Sakalava cosmos — comprising 
a particular historicity, imaginative embodiment, form and circulation of 
power, and means and ends of moral, therapeutic, and allegorical prac- 
tice (Lambek 2002). Comparison of the procedures for naming the trombas 
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characteristic of the two royal branches illustrates both the power inherent in 
selecting and controlling the revelation of the name and the distinctive con- 
sequences for the appearance of trombas and hence for the popular support 
that each branch currently can expect to receive. 

Insofar as spirits are persons, the relationship of name to identity is not 
so very different from that of living humans. But insofar as this personhood 
is marked, so are the name and the act of name bestowal. The names not 
only help to realize the identities of spirits, they render the matter of identity 
live and salient. Where the practices of naming are so elaborated, spirits are 
understood as less supernatural than super-social. 


IV. CONCLUSION 


I began, indeed I named the paper, with a question: What’s in a name? I 
have considered the relative weight of sense and reference and distinguished 
ordinary persons from noumenal beings, thereby problematizing notions of 
identity. But in distinguishing ordinary acts of address and reference from 
acts of bestowal and annunciation, I have rephrased the question to: What’s in 
bestowing a name? For a long answer, much of which remains unaddressed in 
my essay, I quote Rappaport: “the performance [of ritual] . . . logically entails 
the establishment of convention, the sealing of social contract, the construc- 
tion of...integrated conventional orders...the investment of whatever it 
encodes with morality, the construction of time and eternity; the represen- 
tation of a paradigm of creation, the generation of the concept of the sacred 
and the sanctification of conventional order...” (1999:27, italicized in the 
original). Rappaport goes on and for the full exposition of the argument you 
will have to turn to his book. 
The short answer is, a world. 
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NOTES 


It is remarkable how frequently the titles of plays or books are also the names of 
persons: Antigone, Richard II, Pamela, Tom Sawyer, Anna Karenina. . . In anthropol- 
ogy, more often collective names: The Nuer, We The Tikopia, but also Tuhami, !Nisa. 
There is a sense in which religion may be said to be a sub-category of Foucault’s 
category of discourse which creates the objects of which it speaks, though it is by 
no means clear either that this is a useful way to look at things or that there is an 
obvious break between what I have far too easily referred to as religion and other 
sorts of discourse. That is to say, the very application of the name “religion” to a class 
of phenomena is problematic and exemplifies the problem of the relation between 
name (or word) and object that I have been discussing. 

My Oxford Dictionary defines prosopopeia as “introduction of pretended speaker; 
personification of abstract thing.” 

For an exception, see the chapter by Susan Benson, this volume. Think also of the 
experience of “being called names.” 

What Mauss (1985 ) addresses is how names are linked to personnages rather than to 
individuals. The name thus points to considerably more than its immediate object. 
Mauzé suggests a correction to Mauss with regard to the Kwakiutl. In her analysis, 
whereas the soul is reborn and enters someone new in alternate generations this 
circulation appears independent from that of names that pass especially between 
fathers and sons. She speaks of the “semi-autonomous destinies of bodies, souls, 
and names” (1994:187). 

That these names contain sense as well as reference is demonstrated by the fact 
that contemporary Bakgalagadi are returning to more traditional or more common 
names. Our friend Lucky Boy has tried for years to get people to call him Jeffrey. 
As Maxwell points out, in industrialized societies “names can acquire characteristics 
of correctness based on spelling and consequently become crucial parts of legal, 
economic, and other documents necessary for a wide range of social activities” 
(1984: 25). I could not use my frequent flyer card so long as my name was misspelled 
on it; this despite the accuracy of my number. 


. William Alston (1970) demonstrates the complementarity of names and deictics. A 


proper name is just one term that may be applied to a given individual; the same 
individual can be referred to as Scott and as the author of Waverly, with distinct 
meanings (sense). The converse — same meaning but different referents — is found 
among indexical (deictic) terms, such as pronouns. 

Mauss compares the names of personnages to masks. 

For my grandparents, as for many refugees today, the acquisition of what they referred 
to tersely as “papers” was for a time a matter of life or death, and thereafter loaded 
with intimations of shame, fear, or confidence. But it is interesting just how many 
people without such experiences nevertheless feel anxiety when asked by authorities 
to identify themselves. 

These matters can get very complex. Daniel (1996) turns to Peircean semiotics to 
argue that there is a difference between a system in which the concept is the ground 
or type and the object the signifier or token, as in the way liter containers are 
tokens of the concept of a liter, versus systems in which the concept is derived from 
the object, as in approximate measures from a named container, e.g., a basketful. 
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Clearly the one is more rationalized than the other. In the case of contemporary 
Western first names and especially nicknames, the person is immediate, like the 
basket, whereas in the case of last names, access to which follows strict legal guidelines, 
the reverse would appear to be true. Of course, the very distinction between a first 
or personal name and a last or surname is historically specific and does not apply 
to the Malagasy speakers with whom I have worked. But in any case, that we choose 
the name to fit the person — done by an astrologer in Mayotte and, somewhat 
differently, by parents in Europe and North America, also suggests that it is nota strict 
nominalism or pure concern with reference that is at issue. A name has somehow 
to fit. 

The species or type refers to the different cultural source — Sakalava, East African, 
etc.; different types of spirits have different conventions and different ontological 
status — deceased humans, never human, etc. See Lambek 1981. 

Most spirits are male; most hosts are female. Men are almost never actively possessed 
by female spirits; women are frequently possessed by male ones. Some, but not all 
names are sex specific. In the case of one cross-dressing spirit the gender remains 
ambiguous. 

In either case the failure could be attributed to sorcery. The upshot would be either 
another naming ceremony or the realization that the person was mentally ill or 
disturbed by the sort of spirit who does not manifest as a social person and hence 
whose name is irrelevant. 

Dreamers may or may not recognize the identities of the spirits who appear in 
dreams. One often dreams of spirits prior to their announcement of their names; 
but images in dreams may be deceiving and persons are not always who they 
seem. 

One particularly reliable consultant and active spirit medium described the phases 
following the original annunciation in a relatively private ceremony at the curer’s 
home this way: 


For the second event, you call more people. Now that the new host knows who his trombas 
are he can call their close kin. These other trombas will question his tromba, asking his name, 
where he is from, and what his taboos are. After he answers, the spirit leaves the new host to 
enter one of his established mediums who has been invited [for this purpose]. In this other 
host the spirit instructs the new host about the taboos and how to behave. The spirit tells 
the host: watch for this, observe that. Then the process is repeated for each of his other new 
spirits. Again, the spirit must rise in the client first in order to be questioned by close kin, like 
the father and son of the spirit. Then the client leaves trance and another established medium 
of the spirit enters trance and instructs him. 

When this is over, the client has to start saving money again, this time to buy the clothing. At 
the clothing ceremony the new clothes are worn first by the trombas rising in other mediums. 
The new spirit rises in the client in the midst of a large number of related trombas. The spirit 
is shown the clothes and told, these are your clothes... When the spirit has seen the clothing 
it is put away and the host leaves trance. Then the tromba switches to another medium and it 
is this medium who first wears the clothing. This all happens in public. 

The client can put on the clothing for the first time later, in private. This is because a person 
does not get dressed outside, olo tsy misiky an tany. 


These ceremonies ensure that other mediums, both of the same spirit and of 
closely related spirits, lend their support to the new incarnation. The reciprocity 
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also helps establish solidarity among mediums. The client selects the mediums to 
invite, thereby acknowledging them, and they in turn acknowledge the new medium 
and welcome her into the local community or network of mediums. 

On hasina, see especially Bloch (1989b). 

On the significance of gold, silver, and coins see especially Lambek (2001 ). 

A partial analogy is that when people first become parents they “lose” their names, 
which are then replaced with teknonyms. The more important part of the teknonym 
is actually the attribute of paternity, maternity, or grandparenthood, hence a step 
from the specificity of life toward the anonymity or stereotypy of ancestorhood 
(Bloch this volume). 

Both prefix and suffix are gender neutral. 

Nor, for that matter, the neighboring Antankarania, among whom the numerals of 
the various kings named Tsimiharo are always recited in emphatic French (Lambek 
and Walsh 1997). 

That names condense or invite stories is of course found elsewhere as well. Norman 
(1976) provides lovely examples of Cree naming tales, in which a personal name 
commemorates an act on the part of its holder or a personal characteristic such that 
to utter the name is to evoke the story of how it was acquired. Basso (1996) presents 
a rather similar account of Apache place names. 

The tromba of a previous ruler is more widely known as Maman’ Désy than by her 
necronym. Désy (Désiré Noel), her son, is the present ruler; the teknonym by which 
his mother is known presumably did not change from life to death. 

I speak here only of Bemihisatra and Bemazava in and around Mahajanga, not with 
the principalities they have set up at Nosy Be (Baré 1977), Analalava (Feeley-Harnik 
1991), or Ambanja (Sharp 1999). For more detail see Lambek (2002). 

One person associated with Bemihisatra said the name might be selected the day 
after burial (at the culmination of a lengthy, several week mortuary process). 

This suggests that, despite what I have said in the previous section about the trans- 
formation at death, in fact the referent of the tromba’s name overlaps considerably 
with that of the living and, initially, evokes the same sentiment. Comparison may 
be made to the ambivalent and at times highly disturbed way in which corpses 
are greeted during the famadihana (reburial) ceremony among the Merina of the 
Malagasy highlands (Bloch 1982, Graeber 1995). 


Like Lambek, Bodenhorn examines the question of the identity of the name, in 
particular, “the I of the name,” which for human as well as non-human persons 
may be called forth in speech. Although Ifupiaq names are not so powerful as to 
carry with them their own prohibitions as they do in Iteanu’s and Humphrey’s 
ethnographies, the power to summon a person or an animal through speech is not 
to be taken lightly. Resonating with Hugh-Jones’s material, Bodenhorn considers 
how for I/upiat, the named universe crosses many boundaries and asks what this 
reveals about the relationship between name-bearer and name. Multiple names 
bring people into multiple relationships; to share one of these names, as among 
Orokaiva, is in important ways to share identity. At the same time, however, no 
two people share the exact configuration of names. Although in some contexts, 
the addressor calls forth a particular named relationship in speech, in others, 
the individual may choose which name will be recognized and occasionally may 
choose the name itself. Thus the discussion revisits the possibility of self-naming. 


Calling into Being: Naming and Speaking Names 
on Alaska’s North Slope 


BARBARA BODENHORN 


My name is Tsoai-talee. I am, therefore, Tsoai-talee; therefore I am. The 
storyteller Pohd-lohk gave me the name Tsoai-talee. He believed that a 
man’s life proceeds from his name, in the way a river proceeds from its 
source. 


(N. Scott Momaday 1976) 


English, I suspect, leads us down some linguistic garden paths when used to 
discuss name categories. In Ifupiaq, for instance, one can only ask kina atin? 
Who is your name? Although one may ask, “suna una?” (what is that?) in 
reference to things, “suna atin?” (what is your name?) is a non-question. The 
response, “uvaanga Qimmieluk,” translates literally as “I, Qimmieluk.”* 

The question “Who is your name?” and the answer, “I, Qimmieluk,” offer 
us a framework — on which I shall build over the next pages — that allows us 
to examine several notions. The first is that the power of recognition and the 
power of speech are crucial aspects of naming. On the North Slope, both recog- 
nition and speaking personal names are instituted positively; in other contexts 
the potential dangerous power of both may be marked through avoidance. 
Lest we be tempted to interpret this purely in discursive terms, this chapter 
explores the extent to which the power of both speech and recognition are 
linked in important respects to the who of the name itself. The who of the 
name, I then suggest, not only implies identity but also sociality that may 
potentially exist well beyond the immediate universe of the name holder. 
Finally, I suggest that the I of the name implies a constantly transformative 
identity, which is an identity nonetheless.* Ifiupiaq names do not point to 
persons; they are persons. In this, they are an identity in the philosophical 
sense. At the same time, however, as the ethnography to come suggests, the 
identity of the name/person is not the equivalent to the (social) identity of the 
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individual. That identity is a function of a number of factors, including the 
consequences of having multiple names. 

As an anthropologist reviewing briefly some of the philosophical literature 
on naming it seems to me that a number of assumptions continue to be 
made that cry out for critical anthropological analysis: that saying a name 
and naming are the same (see, e.g., Rosenberg, 1994; Schwartz, 1977); that 
the question of names and identity can be approached in the same way for 
all categories of named things (see, e.g., Kripke, 1980); and finally, that the 
question of meaning is somehow encompassed by the connotation/denotation 
debate.? 

These objections may in fact be oversimplified, but they have encouraged 
me to explore the significance of Inupiaq names and naming in new ways. 
In the following pages, I shall concentrate on the problem of meaning and 
the possibility of identity. It seems to me that the problem of meaning must 
on one hand recognize the possibility that names in a non-trivial way may 
be the things named (that is, they are the same, not the same as). They form 
a real identity, to echo Stephen Hugh-Jones (this volume), that goes beyond 
both connotation and denotation. Ifupiaq names are multiple, each bringing 
with it a set of potentially infinite relationships. Dividual persons, I shall 
argue, are serially individual — called into being as names are spoken in the 
presentation of self and in the recognition of others in both terms of address 
and of reference. This invites us to consider senses of name meaning that are 
neither about connotation in any literal sense, nor denotation. Inupiaq names 
are meaningful because of who they are and what they do. 

One of the recurring themes running through the workshop from which 
this volume emerged concerns the power(s) assumed in the act, not of speak- 
ing names, but of naming itself. Whether considered through the lens of slave 
names, English names or “recovered” Biblical landscape names, the power to 
“name over” is part of a complex process of conquest — as well as that of resis- 
tance and reestablishment of legitimacy. Imupiat, like many other colonized 
peoples, found to their bemusement that they had suddenly been assigned 
Christian names, acquired surnames or family names, and had become incor- 
porated into a patriarchal system that was radically different from the exist- 
ing local system.4 The extent to which that imposed system has become an 
accepted part of one’s identity — and at the same time, the extent to which 
“Ifupiaq names” continue to play a powerful role in both creating and mark- 
ing certain sorts of relations — is a factor in the discussion that follows. 

Much of the material presented in this volume, however, also points to the 
frequency with which names are discovered, recognized, and/or inherited, that 
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is, how often individuals in fact lack the power to name others. The political 
consequences of this are not always the same. In some cases the reproduction 
of names seems designed to reproduce the social order in the form of inherited 
property. Stephen Hugh-Jones’s discussion of Tukanoan names, for instance, 
makes it clear that names “belong,” among other things, to birth order and are 
inherited along with specific ritual responsibilities. Humphrey’s examination 
of Mongolian names suggests that the results may be much more diffuse. In 
many ways, the openness of Ifupiaq naming seems to indicate that it does not 
“track” people. By “openness” I mean that although names are inherited in 
the sense that they travel through time, they do not classify name holders in 
terms of gender, kinship, or social position. This by no means suggests that 
Inupiaq naming is arbitrary. An Ifupiaq name clearly belongs, both to the 
person who carried it and to the one who will carry it. Thus it is critical that 
the fit between name and person “works.” 

Finally, Michael Lambek pointed out in the workshop discussion, how 
very rare it is for self-naming to take place. Gabriele vom Bruck and Susan 
Benson illustrate clearly (in very different ways) to what extent taking the 
act of naming into one’s own hands can be a way of breaking the strictures 
imposed on one’s self. As we shall see, not only can Ifupiat speak the I of one’s 
name (uvanga Qimmieluk), often choosing which name one goes by in public, 
but on occasion, it is also possible to choose to take on a new name. Unlike 
the material examined by Vom Bruck and Benson, however, this is neither 
a case of subverting nor of defying “the system,”but is, instead, simply part 
of it. 

To engage with Ifupiaq material, we ask who gets to be a name, to give 
a name, to receive a name, and to say a name. We ask as well how (and if) 
name relationships reproduce, bolster, or cut across other sorts of relation- 
ships. In the present chapter, I ask these questions primarily with reference 
to human social relations, looking briefly at nicknames, at Ifupiaq names 
and at namesake relations that are generated when the latter are shared. 
Although the bulk of daily named social interactions takes place among 
humans, we also consider the potential of name-calling that is both enacted 
and avoided in human/animal relations. These practices, I suggest, reveal 
that while Ifupiat place themselves in a social universe more far reaching 
that their tanik (white) neighbors, that social world nonetheless also marks a 
sharp distinction between human/human social interaction and that which 
occurs between human and non-human social beings. Thus we explore how 
names here as elsewhere may cross boundaries — between life and death; past 
and future; animals and humans — crossings that bring those boundaries into 
ambiguous view. 
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NICKNAMES 


Iturn to a brief discussion of nicknames before introducing the context within 
which Imupiaq personal names may be examined, in large part because they 
are so rare on the North Slope. Nicknames have attracted quite a lot of research 
attention, encompassing a broad range of cultural contexts, although rarely 
involving an explicitly comparative approach.> What is generally agreed is that 
there often exists a class of names added on to formal personal names by people 
who would not usually participate in formal naming processes. The names 
themselves frequently include descriptive elements with the result that they 
individuate more often than not.° For the most part, nicknames are generated 
in contexts in which the named person is already an aware self, bringing 
out quite starkly their potential for creating cognitive and social dissonance 
around identity. The potential tyranny of the (nick)name is brought into 
stark relief by the work of, for example, Morgan, O’Neill, and Harré (1979). 
Working with children in the United Kingdom and the United States (and, 
more briefly, Japan, Mexico, Spain, and Belgium), they examine the oppressive 
dynamics of nicknames in the relatively surveillance free contexts of school 
playgrounds in England. They argue that children’s lives — far from being 
unproblematically shaped through the hegemonic practices of the classroom — 
are most often remembered for the extent to which an alternate, explicitly 
transgressive, struggle holds sway in schools’ peripheral spaces.” These names 
may be taken as a sign of acceptance into the group, may be felt to be so 
oppressive as to effect a change in presentation of self, or may simply be 
endured or ignored. 

Whereas personal names of some sort seem universal (although not for all 
classes of people), nicknames are not. What is striking about material from 
the North Slope is that nicknaming seems to be a restricted practice. What I 
know about it comes from nicknames Ifupiat assign to non-Ifupiat.® Ifupiat 
use the word in English to describe names of a particular sort that they use 
when referring to some non-Ifupiat. “Joe-the-water-man” has been delivering 
water house to house for the past thirty years; he has never been seen dressed 
more warmly than in a T-shirt, each of which bears the marks of a water hose 
dragged through Barrow’s muddy streets. His Imupiaq nickname translates 
into English as “dirty sleeves.” An African-American traveling teacher was 
told his name meant “evening skies.” My own nickname translated as “the 
tanik lady who likes Imupiaq food.” These are not secret; all of us were told 
that we had one and what it meant, but I have never heard them used as forms 
of address. They fill the descriptive label category exactly; the hearer knows 
something about the referent person. It both connotes and denotes in equal 
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parts, but the name expresses little more than the description it contains. 
What it may “do” is provide a way for IMupiat to transform outsiders with 
whom Ifupiat regularly interact on Ifupiaq terms without putting Inupiaq 
social relations at stake. Having an Ifupiaq nickname neither creates nor 
invokes any further relations. The possession of an Imupiaq name does both; 
to consider this, more context is needed. 


THE SETTING 


Ifupiat (genuine people) live along the northern coast of Alaska — hundreds of 
miles within the Arctic Circle — where marine, riverine, and tundra resources 
continue to provide sustenance for body, soul, and sociality. A century after 
the arrival of Christian missionaries, the world for many Ifupiat remains sig- 
nificantly animated. For the purposes of this discussion, the most relevant 
aspect of this is an awareness of intent. Animals, having intent, give them- 
selves up to hunters whose wives have attracted them and who are worthy 
to receive them. Worthiness is revealed through respectful treatment of the 
animal body (allowing its iftua— its soul — to return to the other animals) and 
through generosity to other humans. Animals recognize this as hospitality, 
which they communicate to others of their species as reason to “give them- 
selves up.”° 

Not-yet-really Ifupiat — fetuses — also have intent, choosing when to be 
born and even, according to some, choosing their gender.’° Having intent 
in a social world does not make a young human Ifupiaq; becoming a real 
person is a process of growing awareness that may take several years. People 
talking about their childhood remember fading in and out of consciousness: 
“Qauriruanga (when I was becoming aware), I remember thus and so.” Qaur'-, 
which literally refers to dawn breaking on the horizon, describes the process 
during which humans develop understanding and before which a child is not 
responsible for his/her own actions. This has implications — to which we will 
return — for some of the things names may do. 

Being born is the first major social act, not only because it is done with 
intent, but also because by “coming out” (ani-), one joins the universe of 
(some of the) people who are related to you because you shared the same 
womb: aniqati." Your relatives are by no means restricted to those who share 
birth conditions, however. Kin are ilyas, literally “additions,” who accumulate 
during the life course. Birth, names, adoption, and marriage may all provide 
one with further sets of ilyaagich (your additions, in a two-way relationship, 
living). Each set does not, in general, reproduce relations, but rather augments 
them in a potentially infinitely expansive universe.’ 
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As in other bilateral systems, all one’s potential additions cannot of course be 
treated according to the moral obligation of constant and complex reciprocity 
that accompanies a recognized kinship relationship. Additions may fall out 
of the recognizable kinship universe and indeed it is not unusual to hear, 
“he used to be my relative.” That the logic of kinship systems should be 
read carefully through performative aspects has long been established. Bloch 
(1971a), Carsten (1997), and Edwards and Strathern (2000), for instance, all 
illustrate the degree to which kinship must be performed to take root, so to 
speak. Languages of relatedness heard on the North Slope follow a familiar 
path to those heard in England, Malaysia, and Madagascar in terms of their 
negotiability — their performativity — but they seem notable in the extremes to 
which the conditions of birth appear not to entail any non-negotiable aspect 
of relatedness whatsoever. 

As has been explored elsewhere, the optional nature of Inupiaq kinship 
categories does not extend to all one’s relatives. Parents and siblings with 
whom ego has lived, whether natal or adoptive, fall into what Heinrich (1963 ) 
calls “non-optative” categories. Relevant to this paper, I would provisionally 
add atiq — or namesake relationship — to this non-optative category. Exactly 
what sort of relationship this is remains to be seen. Customarily, a person’s 
name did not reveal a predictable kinship connection; one could certainly 
not expect to know who a person’s parent was by knowing their name. Today 
Ifupiat, like other U.S. citizens, have birth certificates with given and family 
names — as I have already noted, a not unusual introduction of Christian 
missionaries in the late nineteenth to early twentieth centuries. Currently the 
English system — which is what will be produced if an official asks, “What is 
your name?” — creates a new corporate language of family names and exists 
alongside the Ifupiag system, which continues to engage with kinship in an 
entirely different — and non-gendered — way. 

Names play an important part in transforming a small, unaware human 
being entering this potential universe into a real person. To consider this 
we must think about several things at once: where names come from, how 
they travel, and what happens. The following extended quote from Raymond 
Neakok, Sr. provides some ethnographic context. 


In our culture at the time I was growing up — the elders if they wished to be 
remembered by the people, they named them.... All the families together, not 
just the close family, would say, “Here, we have named you this because of this.’ 
They'll tell you why they have named you. Your ancestral tree was intact that way 
because other than the father and the mother, the brothers and sisters, aunts and 
uncles, [and] your grandmothers would select at times which name will be used. 
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I was already named even before I was born by which are now my parents, that’s 
Arthur and Hester Neakok. If I was a girl, I was going to be called Lolly. If I was 
a boy, I was going to be called Raymond. But my Inupiaq names — the ones that 
were given to me — that’s another thing. When an Ifupiaq wants to recognize the 
fact that a person has lived, they'll use his name over — they'll give his name to 
another kid. They don’t consider it a kid — it’s a continuation of that person — a 
kid is only a vehicle for a name is the way they put it in the Ifupiaq language. I do 
not want my name to be lost, or I want to be remembered as I am — my ilitqusiq 
[my being] — the way I live. I want somebody to remember it so I name you me. 
So the name is not just from one generation, but generation upon generation — 
that’s the social structure of the Ifupiaq."* 


ACQUIRING A NAME 


I want to consider the process of acquiring an Inupiaq name through three 
positions: that of the “name-giver” (the person who decides that a child should 
receive a particular name); that of the “name-provider” (the person whose 
name is being given); and that of the “name receiver” (the person who takes 
on a particular name). As we shall see, there is no (im)proper source of names, 
nor of persons with a right to name; there is no proper number of names, nor 
a time by which one’s names should be complete. The acquisition of names, 
like the acquisition of kin, is an additive process that is potentially infinite. 


The Who of the Name-Giver(s): What is in (the Giving of ) a Name? 


As Neakok stated above, the responsibility of designating a child’s name does 
not fall to the parents alone: siblings, aunts, and uncles, “all the families 
together,” may be brought (or may introduce themselves) into the process. 
In discussing who named her twelve children, Mattie Bodfish, currently the 
North Slope’s eldest resident, began by saying, “I never name them myself—but 
my mother and my aunt always put the name — Eskimos to their relatives. They 
always come over and name then after they’re born.” Although it emerged 
that four names were indeed given by Mattie and two by her husband, others 
came from her biological mother; her adoptive mother, an uncle, the adoptive 
father of one of her closest friends and even in one case, the child himself. 
Although relatives are the most common name givers, this is by no means 
a closed universe. Leona Okakok explained that her own three names were 
acquired over the course of about forty years, the last being given to her by 
a Navajo man during a stay in the American Southwest. Ethel Negovana, a 
young Wainwright mother when I first began fieldwork, described how her 
son received a name in each of the seven communities they visited on the 
homeward trip from the Anchorage hospital where she gave birth. 
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In many of these cases, names seem to have been assigned. Conversations 
about how people decide what the proper name of a child should be, however, 
suggest that this is often a question of discovery. People may recognize the 
return of a loved one through the behavior of an infant, which suggests that 
a particular name is back. If a child smiles when a recently bereaved person 
enters the room; if they seem to recognize a particular spot on the landscape 
that held importance for a deceased person; if they take to a specific kind 
of food which had been someone’s favorite — all this is taken as evidence of 
a reincarnated presence that should be recognized by matching the proper 
name to the newborn person. 

Sometimes the name may be incorrect, causing the child real distress and 
leading to the need to discover the proper name. One afternoon, several years 
ago, I was visiting with Mattie Bodfish when a granddaughter came over, 
bringing her quite fretful child. We sat for a while, chatting while the young 
mother tried to soothe her infant who refused to stop crying. “Maybe that 
baby has wrong name,” Mattie intervened at one point, “Give her to me.” 
She took the child and rocking her gently, began singing names. When the 
baby stopped crying, Mattie handed the child back to her mother. “There,” 
she said, “that’s her name.”!° 

In the first case, behavior that is initiated by the child is recognized by the 
name-giver as necessary evidence to decide on the who of the name. In the 
second case, speech — in the form of song — calls forth the recognition of 
the proper name on the part of the child. In some way, then, not only is the 
child “a vehicle for the name,” but the name-giver is a vehicle for the proper 
recognition of the proper name. They are not naming, but discovering the 
right name. 

Imupiaq names, then, may be assigned or they may be discovered. They can 
also be offered. On hearing that Eben Hobson, Jr. had a new baby (a little 
girl), Mattie stopped him in the Barrow airport and told him he could use her 
recently deceased husband’s name for the child.” This was quite different from 
the example I just gave concerning her great-grandchild. In this case she had 
not seen the infant; the question of recognition was not part of the equation. 
Names may occasionally be asked for by a parent of a new born. Although the 
system is in some ways randomized, the circulation of names is by no means 
random. They must be given, offered, discovered, asked for. The belonging 
between name and person is so strong that a transfer must be effected by 
a name-giver middle person. That person is not able to make an arbitrary 
decision, for the name must be correct for it to fit. By separating the who of 
the name-giver and the who of the name it becomes evident that knowing the 
(social) identity of the name-giver gives us no predictable information about 
the (name) identity about to be passed on — except insofar as one assumes 
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there is a connection. Thus it should be equally clear that in the above cases, 
the who of the name seems in some ways to direct the actions of the name- 
giver, thus making it impossible to separate them completely. The exception 
to this seems to be that, very occasionally, names can be claimed by the namee: 
as Mattie Bodfish relates of one of her sons, “He likes that Audlaskroak — he 
name him himself — Eddie did himself. ‘Mom! My name is Audlaskroak!” 
(ibid. 67) Even here the choice of name comes through connection. It was the 
person in the name who was being chosen. 


The Who of the Name-Provider 


So who are the names that people receive? Inupiaq names may be but are not 
always common words: Taqtu (kidney), Niaquq (head), Ekosik (elbow), and 
Puvuk (lungs) are all names of people I know. Unlike the nicknames with 
which this paper opened, the literal meanings of these names, however, have 
nothing to do with what having a particular Imupiaq name means. They carry 
virtually no descriptive social information, revealing nothing about gender, 
kinship, birth order, religious affiliation, or social status. If you know nothing 
about the who of the name provider, you know nothing about the social 
consequences of having a particular name for the name receiver. People talk 
about names traveling as a kind of reincarnation — using that word, when 
discussing this in English.’® If someone has died and their name is given to 
a newborn child, for instance, one is likely to hear, “It will be nice to have 
so-and-so back.” Whether the name carries or expresses a person’s ilitqusiq, 
as Raymond Neakok, Sr. suggested, or simply carries with it a kind of personal 
essence, the who of the name is at least in part, considered to be an identity. 
The name/person has returned.” 

Returning to Mattie Bodfish’s twelve children, it is clear that name givers do 
not choose the name they are passing on in a systematic way. Although past 
is being brought into the future, this is not an orderly progression. Mattie’s 
stepmother chose her own uncle for one son—and Mattie’s husband’s adoptive 
father’s name as the proper one for their third daughter. A second name 
assigned to her was of Mattie’s sister. Waldo gave another daughter the name 
of Mattie’s mother’s brother’s daughter. Name-givers may, but are by no means 
constrained to, pass on the names of their own relatives, nor are they expected 
to choose names that correspond in terms of gender or birth order. 

As mentioned above, living persons have recently been asked if their names 
may be used, which has startled some, but which seems more and more 
common. This adds on to the reincarnating aspect rather than replacing it, 
adding a new(ish) form of namesake relationship — something I discuss below. 
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The Who of the Name-Receiver: Consequences of having Particular Names 


If Ifupiaq names convey nothing about gender, parentage, birth order, 
descent, or general kinship, they cannot be considered as classificatory labels. 
So what is it that they do? If as we have just heard, names are in some ways rein- 
carnated essences, then it is not surprising to learn that they may be thought 
to effect both personality and personhood. They can reflect personality: you 
must be so-and-so because you act like so-and-so. Mattie Bodfish, for instance, 
often explains my behavior to me in terms of my name. They also seem to 
create personality, particularly in the way multiple names combine. Leona 
Okakok explained that her names fit together, “like a story,” giving her a sense 
of stability in herself. Ethel Negovanna, whose young son was very active at 
the time we spoke about this, suggested he “had too many names; they fight 
all the time!””° More recently, one of Mattie’s grand-daughters — a young 
woman who is more out-spoken and out-going than the norm — related that 
her grandmother had told her that two of her names were ladies who had 
always competed with each other for attention. “They’re still at it!” her aaka 
told her. Another very knowledgeable man, who occasionally seemed to lose 
sight of his goals, was also explained to me in terms of two of his names. They 
had been shamans who, I was told, clearly occasionally collided on their extra- 
corporeal flights, somewhat confusing the current “vehicle for” the names in 
terms of his sense of direction.” 

The most common way to hear about the consequences of names, however, 
is in terms of personhood. Each name one receives potentially places one in 
the same kinship universe as one’s name predecessor. Thus, as has often been 
reported, it is not unusual to hear a grown woman call a small boy, aaka 
(grandmother), or a man to address a little girl as attaata (great uncle).” 
In this case, having more than one name does not seem to have the same 
simultaneity as it does in the examples just discussed concerning explanations 
of personality. To return to Raymond Neakok, Sr. (1988:16): 


There’s quite a few persons who came over to make sure that their names are 
carried by me. My mother named me Uififigq, after her father, but there were also 
the other names that I’ve been given... These were not given by my mother, but 
by people who were alive at the time. They wished to remember either their father 
or their brother or someone who needs to be remembered. They gave the names — 
the Inupiaq names. They will identify me as that person in that family. I cannot 
be four or five different people at the same time, but whatever family wishes to 
identify me as that one person, then I will be that one — for them. 


Raymond is adamant that this is by no means a matter of negotiation. “If you 
were named that, you cannot be somebody else — you cannot be identified by 
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another name if they choose to remember you by that name — the name of 
the person that was given to you” (ibid.:15). At the same time, he can choose 
which name becomes his public persona — the name he uses when introducing 
himself—a particular I ofthe name. In his case, it is Natchigun, literally a device 
for catching natchiq, or harbor seal. Since he is well known for his prowess in 
catching seals, I asked if there were some connection. “No, no, no, it— no!” He 
emphatically replied, “A lot of people always wish that it was. I make it look 
like it is — and I feel it is at times, but it don’t say nothing. It was a name given 
to a person. That was his name; he was remembered by that name. It’s not an 
animal. It’s a person; he has a name and he is remembered by it” (ibid.). 

When I asked him why he chose that name, his response was immediate: 
“That was a preference — of the association. Those names are used that way — 
that’s how I use them. I identify myself as Natchigun, knowing that he knewa 
lot of people — he knows a lot of people — he’s known a lot of people. Because 
of my mother, I’m automatically known as Ufifiq, where Natchigun, I have 
to say, ‘Here, I’m Natchigun too” (ibid.). 

Unlike nicknames, then, Imupiaq names evoke the sociality of already exist- 
ing relationships. And speaking them calls forth not only the persona, but 
also the relationships that person is caught up in. The exact dynamic of the 
relationship is, however, not predetermined. In some cases, the nature ofa rela- 
tionship may be reproduced; in other cases, however it may be transformed.” 
Today the most non-negotiable of these, it seems to me, as well as the most 
morally valued is that of atiq, or namesake.** I should perhaps expand a little. 
As with most other relationships, negotiability lies in the area of recognition. 
There are at this point, many children carrying Mattie Bodfish’s husband’s 
name. If they recognize the fact, then they recognize the relationship, which 
is one of solidarity and mutual support. In my own experience, although I 
cannot say how widespread this is, my atiq regularly points out parallels in 
our lives and remarks frequently on points of similarity. 


DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 


“Naming is like the tide; it’s never exactly the same, but if you watch it for a while, 
you see how it works.” 
(Yupik elder, to Ann Fienup-Riordan, 1983) 


The semantic content of an Imupiaq nickname seems to identify a unique 
person descriptively. It refers, but does not “do” anything except to imply a sort 
of familiarity that carries no social obligation with it. IAupiaq personal names 
in themselves say very little, but they do a great deal in terms of potentiating 
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both personality and personhood. The meaning of the name is precisely in 
the identity of the who of it — which must be known and called upon to be 
enacted. This is perhaps most vividly illustrated in the case of reciting names 
until the proper one has been discovered for an unhappy infant. 

Unlike many societies, name-saying on the North Slope is in fact important 
in a number of contexts. If you do not know the who of the name, you quite 
literally do not know the who of the person. Thus, the question “kifia atin?” — 
who is your name — is very common.”> When one introduces oneself, one 
does so by name; one often also provides the names of one’s parents (whether 
biological or adoptive). When introducing a story that relates anything other 
than one’s personal experience, one names the person from whom it was 
learned; if one conveys information one has learned from others, the original 
source is named. 

As in many other societies, kinship terms may — and often are — used as the 
most common form of address and reference, but in my experience at least, 
this is not because personal names themselves must be suppressed. That by no 
means signifies that everyone may use them as forms of address. Although this 
may be changing (again) in that today more and more children are receiving 
Imupiaq instead of English given names, it seemed to me in the 1980s that for 
non-Ifupiat to address someone casually by their Imupiaq name was felt to 
be inappropriate. To call the name was to call forth a kind of sociality that 
casual usage did not necessarily reflect. This is not to suggest that Ifupiaq 
names are a boundary marker of Ifupiaq ethnicity. Many non-Ifupiat receive 
Ifupiaq names. It does not “make them Ifupiaq”; it does draw them into 
Ifupiaq sociality, which, in my experience at least, is a recognition of past and 
an expectation of future behavior that is about belonging. 

We come now to my opening suggestion that names contribute to individ- 
ual and to dividual identity.*° The identity of the name moves through time — 
reappearing over and over. To use Maussian language, each self can be sev- 
eral persons, called forth into distinct social relations through the invocation 
of that named relationship. But we are not simply talking about Maussian 
personae in the sense of an actor playing different roles. To switch to a more 
Strathernian mode, we are talking about multiple personal essences; you are 
not simply playing different persons; you are different persons — dividuals in 
a Strathernian sense.” 

The identity of person-as-individual emerges in part because, as Raymond 
Neakok said, “you can’t be more than one person at a time” and in part as 
a consequence of the particular constellation of names. Each name may be 
transferred to more than one person — there are many little Kusiqs across the 
North Slope today — but the configuration of names is unique. I have never 
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met two people with the same combination of names. As we have already seen, 
one’s overall personality is often explained in terms ofa particular combination 
of names. By this I do not mean to imply that one’s individual personality 
is entirely determined by one’s names. One’s ilitqusiq — one’s way of being — 
what one knows — may be carried by the name in part, but it then becomes 
part of the ilitqusiq of the carrier. That may be influenced by names, but it is 
not contained by them. Raymond Neakok, Sr. is a taiguaqti—a reader — of the 
ice. His abilities to learn about this environment both by calling upon others 
and through his own experiences may well be understood to be a function of 
one or more of his names. But his knowledge — his ilitqusiq — is his. People 
who want to consult with him before going out on the ice, do not have to “call 
up” one name or another. 

So where to animals come in? One of the reasons that husbands and wives 
go out geese hunting in the spring is that it is the wife’s job to call the animals, 
literally, by calling their names. Birds in particular are named by the calls 
they make. Animals, then, speak their names, which humans hear and can 
speak to call to them. They name themselves, but with one voice — and one 
name. Every goose is a nigiliq; all ducks are qaugait; they all possess ifiua 
(literally, its person), or souls; they all act with intent and engage socially with 
humans. But they do not possess ilitqusiq, the individual body of knowing 
that expresses an individual human’s way of being. Whereas humans may call 
both Ifupiat and geese into a social relationship by speaking their names, 
the former individuates whereas the latter does not. In this, it seems to me, 
Ifupiaq hunters bound these social relations quite differently than do hunters 
of Avatip, Papua New Guinea, or Maori in New Zealand for whom individuals 
may be directly related to specific species.** The relations are both social and 
obligated, but not identical to human social relations. 

The dangerous power of the name — the one that demands the most respect- 
ful suppression (I suspect because one does not have the right to call forth this 
relationship, it must be given) — is reserved for those animals thought closest 
to humans: whale (“the big one we are so looking forward to welcoming”) 
and bear (who often is simply not referred to at all). With reference to these 
non-human social beings, naming is both more and less than that for humans. 

We end, then, on a note about boundaries — their permeability and their 
ambiguity. That Inupiaq names are thought to travel through time individ- 
ually suggests that they are considered discrete entity/essences — essences 
that are detachable from bodies — just as ifiua detach from animal bodies. 
When embodied, names may simultaneously create dividuals and combine 
to influence an individual’s unique personality, thus rendering the nature of 
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the name/essence somewhat opaque. The past is explicitly brought into the 
future, but never in precisely the same way. Social relations rather than the 
social order reappear, for how these relations are enacted is not assumed 
to be predetermined. The world is full of social relations, only some of 
which are called into being through Ifupiaq names. I began with nicknames 
and ended with animal names because it seems to me that these important 
Inupiaq practices help bring into view some of the unique aspects of having 
and saying Ifupiaq personal names. Nicknames describe in Ifupiaq, but are 
not Ifupiaq names. They recognize familiarity without obligation. In this, 
I would suggest, boundaries are being drawn about degrees of sociality that 
are distinctly human. Human/non-human social relations may be invoked by 
calling the name, or may be recognized through its avoidance. In this case, I 
would suggest, the sociality extending across the human/non-human bound- 
ary is emphasized without denying the classificatory boundary itself. In both 
cases, names seem to recognize a class of relationship rather than invoke a par- 
ticular one. To say an Ifupiag name, however, is precisely to invoke a specific 
relationship. The importance of speech for the who/I of the name is profound, 
not only in calling social relations into being, but in asserting one’s own being 
as well. 
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NOTES 


1. French (comment tu tappelle?), Spanish (somo te llamas?) and German (wie heisst 
Du?) also literally emphasize the notion of calling rather than the thing-like quality 
of the name itself. Imupiaq is the singular noun form as well as the language of the 
people currently inhabiting the Northwestern Arctic from the Mackenzie Delta in 
Canada west and south as far as Wales, Alaska. In Ifupiagq, plurals are generally 
marked by a “t.” Thus people as a whole call themselves Ifupiat. Qimmieluk was 
the name given to me as a collective decision on the part of several elders, including 
Raymond Neakok Sr.’s parents mentioned below. 

2. Information on which this discussion is based was gathered over the course of sev- 
eral extended stays in Barrow and Wainright, Alaska: from 1980-83, 1984-86, and 
1997. Other, shorter, stays occured in 1987, 1996, and annually since 1998. Barrow 
has approximately 4,000 inhabitants, slightly over 50% of whom are Inupiat; it 


154 


10. 


11. 


12. 
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combines three communities with a history of at least a thousand years of settlement. 
As the home of the North Slope Borough, an Ifupiat-run home-rule government, 
Barrow today is a magnet community, attracting Ifupiat from the North Slope’s 
member villages as well as a broad spectrum of non-Inupiat from elsewhere. Wain- 
wright, a community of some 420, primarily Ifupiaq, residents is located about 
fifty miles to the west of Barrow. It grew around the mouth of the Kuuk River as a 
permanent settlement in the late nineteenth century. Given the range of beliefs and 
practices across the Arctic, I make no generalizing claims beyond the commonalities 
expressed by residents of these two specific communities. 

Much of this is addressed in the introduction, but see, for example, Mill 1843; 
Gardiner 1954; Searle 1958; Frege 1949; Algeo 1973; Schwartz 1977; Kripke 1980s; 
Fitch 1987; Alford 1988; Baxter 1992; Nelson 1992; Rosenberg 1994; and Joseph 2000. 
One anonymous reviewer sensibly asked if I did not mean patrilineal rather than 
patriarchal here. Under Christianity, family names continue the father’s line without 
creating a patrilineal kinship system. Given that this system has also substituted God 
the Father for an animated, largely gender neutral set of spiritual forces and has 
encouraged the notion of the father as the head of the household, my choice of the 
word patriarchal was intentional. 

See, for example, Antoun, 1968, for Jordan; Brandes 1975, Iszaevich 1980 and Gilmore 
1982, for Spain; Collier and Bricker 1970 for Mexico; Rosaldo 1974, for Ilongot 
(Philippines); McDowell 1981, working among Kamsa; Jacquement 1992 for Italy; 
and Watson, 1986 for China. Leslie and Skipper, 1990, and Holland, 1990 provide 
respective overviews. 

Holland 1990 258, notes that nicknames may act as instruments of social solidarity, 
as markers of intimacy, and as markers of individuation. They may be employed to 
maintain boundaries, but equally may be used to mask identity. 

That nicknames as a form of address is experienced as demanding an aggressive 
response is by no means limited to English/U.S. playgrounds. Of the works already 
mentioned, see for example, Antoun (1968), Collier and Bricker (1970), Brandes 
(1975), and McDowell (1981 ). 


. According to Burch (19757158), grandparents might “give pet names to favorite 


grandchildren which, once given, were used by the old person for the rest of his or 
her life. ... [T]he multi-generational relationships were the only ones in the entire 
Eskimo kinship system where nicknames of this kind were considered appropriate.” 
See e.g., H. Brower 1981; Attungana 1986 ; Guemple 1986; Burch 1988; Imupiat History 
Language and Culture Commission (IHLC) 1992; Bodenhorn 1993; 1997; 2000; Hess 
1999. 

I have often heard that a child “chose to be born” at a particular time. According to 
Saladin D’Anglure, 1986, the Central Canadian Inuit with whom he works talk about 
the possibility of babies grabbing men’s or women’s tools on their way through the 
birth canal, thus determining their own gender. 

Literally ani (to come out) + qati (companion): to be companions, or related, 
through the womb. 

See Burch 1975, in particular for an extended discussion of this; also Bodenhorn 
1988a, 1997, 2000. 

In particular Heinrich and Anderson 1971; Burch 1975; also Bodenhorn 1997, 2000. 
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Neakok 1988:14-16. Interviews February and March 1986; RN was speaking English; 
his use of terms such as “social structure” is his own and does not, to my knowledge, 
come from reading anthropological texts. 

Bodfish 1988:66—7.This was part of a series of life history interviews Mattie Bodfish 
and I did together in 1986. 

Some time later, when I went over to visit with the same young mother, I asked 
how the baby was doing. “Fine,” came the answer, “she’s real peaceful.” This seems 
to be a pan-Arctic practice. Thalbitzer notes for Greenland that “when a newborn 
cries, it is that he desires his name or his names...” (1930:92-3, translation mine). 
Guemple (1979:472), working in eastern Canada, notes that children’s unhappiness 
or illness was customarily first read as a sign that there was a lack of fit between a 
child and his or her name(s). Hennigh (1983:24) records for Northwestern Alaska 
that if a baby were ill, the name-giver would recite a series of names while letting 
drops of oil or water fall on the baby’s mouth. The baby was expected to stop crying 
when the proper name was found. 

This was told to me by Rosie Habeich, the child’s mother. Whenever I am in 
Wainwright, Mattie asks me for news of the “little Kusiq” who has by now grown 
into a young woman. 

See, among others, Steffansson 1913; Wachtmeister 1956; Guemple 1965, 1988; Burch 
1975; Bodenhorn 1989. 

Although people in Barrow regularly spoke of the connection between names and 
reincarnation, they did not talk to me about a relationship between reincarnation 
and souls, except to the extent — as Raymond Neakok, Sr. stated — you wanted to pass 
on your ilitqusiq. Iitqusiq was translated for me variously, including “spirit,” “soul,” 
“personality,” “being,” “the way you are,” and “personal knowledge.” Historically, 
that connection may have been more explicit. Wachtmeister, for instance, states, 
“Since [the name] is credited by the Eskimo with such attributes as wisdom, skill, 
and power, it is regarded as a kind of ‘extra-soul’” (1956:131). 

He has since turned into a much calmer young man. According to some — although 
not all — of the people I’ve consulted, names are most influential when children are 
still young. People of the Mackenzie told Steffansson, “When a child is born, it comes 
into the world with a soul of its own, but this soul is an inexperienced, foolish and 
feeble as the child is.... The child needs a more experienced, wiser soul to do the 
thinking for it and take care of it...” (1913:397-8). 

This does not always justify behavior. Once, when Mattie chided a young male relative 
for not cutting his hair, he responded that one of his names was a woman with long 
hair. This did not satisfy Mattie in the least. 

This also seems to be a pan-Arctic phenomenon. See Steffansson, 1913; Wachtmeister, 
1956; Heinrich, 1963; Guemple, 1965; Burch, 1975. 

Burch, for instance, relates how in some cases, a troubled relationship may be con- 
tinued, whereas in others, it may be reversed (1975:142). 

In Ifupiaq, atiq means, “name.” When referring to one’s namesake, one says “atinga, 
my name.” As a form of address, one simply says, “atiq.” 

In my experience as a non-Ifupiaq person, the first question is, “Do you have 
an Ifupiaq name?” followed by, “who is your name?” Followed by, “who named 
you?” 
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26. This continues an argument first posed in Bodenhorn (2000) where I argued that 
Ifupiaq kinship relations seem to be conducted by dividuals, whereas economic 
relations depend both on dividuals and moral individuals. 

27. Lam speaking of Mauss’s discussion of “the person” (in Carrithers et al. 1985) and, 
among others, Strathern (1988). 

28. See S. Harrison (1990) for Avatip ethnography; M. Henare (personal communica- 
tion) regarding Maori. 


In the following chapter, Humphrey also focuses on the relation(s) between indi- 
vidual persons and their names. Whereas Bodenhorn examines how one’s many 
names may generate the possibility of serial individual identities, the multiple 
relations between self and name set forth by Humphrey include mimesis, dis- 
guise, withholding, self-respect, and emulation played out through the possession 
of a single name. In some instances, Humphrey argues, it is not the bearers of 
the name, but its users who seem to wield the greater power. Name-usage enacts 
the “tyranny of being named,” rendering speaking the name a political act. By 
the same token, however, taboos against name usage reveal the extent to which 
some speakers are forced not to use the names of persons more politically powerful 
than they. This focus on the political implications of the giving, saying, and/or 
changing of names underpins the final four chapters in the volume. 


On Being Named and Not Named: Authority, Persons, 
and Their Names in Mongolia 


CAROLINE HUMPHREY 


INTRODUCTION 


Anthropologists often examine naming systems in relation to building the 
social, naming as a way of making connections between groups. The relation 
between individual persons and their names is less often studied and it is 
this that I shall focus on here. A moment’s consideration of ethnography 
reveals that we are not dealing with “a relation” but with a triangulation, 
that is, the complex field of interactive practices between those who confer 
and use a name, the person named, and the connotations of name itself. The 
literature on naming is in broad general agreement that conferring a name 
(on someone or something) is a performative act that involves a subject- 
constituting power and takes place within a wider field of conventions and 
ideological relations (Austin 1962; Bourdieu 1993; Hanks 1993). One might 
infer that the subsequent speaking out of this name simply partakes in the 
authoritative aura of this initial act of definition (Althusser 1971). Yet, as the 
Mongolian case shows, the practices of name-usage are situational, creative 
and playful. Located within the triangulation just mentioned we find situations 
of avoidance of naming, of disguise, mimesis, emulation, mockery, and self- 
protection, in which particular instances throw into sharp relief the relations 
between the self, one’s name, and the external “society” of others. 

This chapter seeks to illuminate the processes whereby names have an active 
presence for persons’ sense of selfhood. The extremely authoritarian character 
of the Mongolian practice of naming people, in a context where generational, 
age, and gender seniorities are integral to a person’s amour propre, provides a 
significant case for us to think with. It will be argued, contrary to views that pit 
“the individual” against “society,” that the subject is at least in part constituted 
as a social being by being named. And just as naming is an authoritative social 
act, there also exists a variegated realm of negating practices in language 
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that themselves constitute resources for negotiation within the social. The 
named person is thus able to exert agency largely within and by means of 
linguistic conventions concerning when names may (or may not) be used. The 
possibilities of an individual radically breaking out of this situation, however, 
are very limited — essentially reduced to self-choice of a new name. Such an act 
is regarded by Mongolians as dangerous to one’s selfhood, for the name itself 
(now being rejected) is held to contain something ofa person’s life force. People 
very rarely take such a step. The message of this chapter therefore is to point 
to the presence of a series of situational social means whereby the linguistic 
encounter is indirectly managed in such a way as to soften or disguise the effect 
of being named. By old age a person who is able to ensure respect from others 
will maintain this status by having their name erased from all encounters. This 
indicates that the subject has an existence beyond the definition achieved by 
naming (Butler 1997:34). In Mongolian, especially Buddhist culture,’ in effect, 
one is one’s “self,” that is undisguised and unconstrained and thus somehow 
truly “close” to intimates, in having an existence that is at a distance from 
one’s name. The obverse of this from the other side of the encounter is that 
to accord a senior respect and affection is to avoid the use of their name, or at 
least to side-step it in one of a number of ways. These kinds of avoidance are 
necessary precisely because Mongolians recognize that the name is a part of 
the person and that power is at issue in the practices of being named and not 
named. 

Let me explain the authoritative character of Mongolian naming a little 
further. In Mongolia every person should have one single name and in prin- 
ciple that name should not be the same as anyone else’s in the social world 
known to the name-givers. The name is given by someone in a position of 
seniority and it normally consists of a word or words with meaning in every- 
day language.> This meaning denotes the intended character of the named 
child. Single names, such as Bayar (Happy) or Tsetseg (Flower) are relatively 
uncommon, while paired terms, like Narangerel (Sun-Ray) or Uranchimeg 
(Artful-Decoration) are the norm, and in the past complex names consisting 
of three, four or even five parts were known. To give a child the same name as 
someone else would be wrong, both because that would fail to acknowledge 
the individuality of the child and because it would also insult the existing 
bearer of the name by suggesting that this child is somehow “the same” as 
him or her. The insult lies in the fact that each generation is senior to the one 
below and it is considered belittling to a senior for his/her distinctiveness and 
difference not to be evident. The use of second names (surnames, clan names, 
patronymics, etc.) is not essential and most Mongols living in Inner Mongolia 
do not have them.* In this way, the Mongols until very recently have been 
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recalcitrant in respect of state attempts to categorize citizens’ names according 
to “international norms,” such as Russian or Chinese practice.’ This strongly 
maintained Mongol system of quasi-unique single personal names reduces 
the overtly social connection-building of naming almost to zero: it means 
that there is no naming after relatives or ancestors, and there is nothing in the 
name itself that tells you about who this person is in human society. Yet clearly 
the Mongol practice is “social” in several ways. It relates the person-name dyad 
to the wider universe of sociality, that is, to socialized relations between people 
and the animals, plants, landscape features, time and astronomy, or qualities 
and processes in the world at large that form the vocabulary of names. It serves 
to individuate, to create a “subject,” in a society that is otherwise in many way 
communal. And finally, it frequently indicates the social value attributed by 
the name-giver to the one named. 

Central to the authoritarian character of the system is the fact that in 
Mongolia there is presumed to be an identity between the person and their 
name, a connection so intimate that some people even say that the name is 
the person. In any case, one’s name is one’s destiny (zayaa), Mongolians say. 
One should “be” like the name given to one by others. 

This situation points a fortiori to the relevance of theories that posit the 
conferring of a name on someone as an extraordinary act of power, an “inju- 
rious act” as Butler put it (1997:28). For, as discussed in the introduction to 
this book, the name is not of one’s own choosing. “One is, as it were, brought 
into social location and time through being named. And one is dependent 
upon another for one’s name, for the designation that is supposed to confer 
singularity” (Butler 1997:29). In the Mongolian case, the name confers not 
only singularity but also, in most cases, a prospective identity in the wide 
universe of meaning and value. Yet we should distinguish the conferring of a 
name from subsequent naming as part of ongoing language practice. As Butler 
also argues, “If the subject who speaks is also constituted by the language that 
she or he speaks, then language is the condition of possibility for the speak- 
ing subject, and not merely its instrument of expression. This means that the 
subject has its own “existence” implicated in a language that precedes and 
exceeds the subject, a language whose historicity includes a past and future 
that exceeds that of the subject who speaks. And yet, this “excess” is what 
makes possible the speech of the subject” (1997:28). I take an implication of 
this to be that in the usages of naming, the subject takes part in established 
linguistic practices that act upon the simple fact of being named — there are 
acknowledged (social) means of avoiding the “injury” of having to live up to 
one’s name. I shall describe some of these below, in particular certain pro- 
tective/avoidance practices in the use of personal names in address. And yet 
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this is not all, for besides the “excess” of (other people’s) language there is also 
the subjectivity that is differently constituted from that of discourse, in other 
words the capacity for caprice and protest, mishearing, involuntary mistakes 
or even occasionally bold convention-breaking ruptures. As Butler remarks 
(1997:33), one is still constituted by discourse, but at a distance from oneself. 
It is perhaps in this realm — of a deeper unease, concerning not only how one’s 
name is employed but with the character of one’s name and being named at 
all — that the possibilities afforded within the authoritarian character of the 
Mongolian system are revealed. 

This chapter will proceed by examining three issues in turn: the nature of 
names in Mongolia, the individuating practice of conferring names, and the 
speech usages whereby the relation between the person and the name is placed 
in question. 


NAMES AND SOCIALITY 


The character of Mongolian names can be approached through looking at 
the old dichotomy made by certain linguists and philosophers between the 
name and the word, or denotation and connotation. John Stuart Mill said 
that proper names were “meaningless marks set upon things [or persons] to 
distinguish them from one another.” And Camille Jullian wrote in 1919 that 
names are “sterilized words,” words that have lost their original meanings and 
have come to be employed as simple labels (see discussion in Wilson 1998). 
Put simply, words connote and names denote. In this perspective, a name has 
no lexical meaning, or rather ... whatever lexical meaning it may have had, or 
still retains, does not interfere with its denotative function. Thus, in Wilson’s 
example (1998:xi), Stella is the name of the girl next door and not the Latin 
name for a star when she is referred to. 

Looked at in this perspective, we can say that Mongolian personal names are 
highly denotative, far more so than are English proper names. For example, for 
there are many Johns, even several John Stewarts, but only one Lubsangotov 
(at least, as far as anyone who chose the name Lubsangotov knows). The 
Mongolian case contrasts with European tradition in the longue durée. We can 
see this from the fact that in ancient Rome, extensive trawls of inscriptions 
over several centuries revealed only sixty-four known praenomina, of which 
thirty were known in the first century ap and only fifteen were in common 
use (Wilson 1998:5). By contrast, the Mongolian scholar Dariimaa was able to 
cite around 15,000 Mongolian names in her study (1986). In effect, Mongolian 
names are infinite in number, since any object or concept in any language may 
be used as a name. 
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The denotative emphasis of Mongolian naming, however, does not bury its 
connotative aspects. It is now recognized that the denotation — connotation 
distinction is not absolute,° and Wilson (1998:xi) quotes Nicolaisen as follows: 
“Words which have become names never totally cease to be words, nor can 
names ever fully deny their lexical origins.” This applies a fortiori in Mongolia 
where so many names are in principle understandable words, like “Dog,” 
“Flower,” or “Prosperity.” In many contexts, of course, denotation buries 
connotation and Mongols would hardly bring such associations to mind. Or 
perhaps it would be more accurate to say they are repressed. For example, 
the current Prime Minister of Mongolia is named Bagabandi, meaning “Little 
Pupil-monk,” and people have told me that it would feel awkward to be 
conscious of such a demeaning status in respect of such a high personage. Yet 
in other situations a name’s literal meaning is brought into the open, as in 
the joking word-play that Mongols love, such as, when eating rice, someone 
exclaims, “Oh! I’ve just bitten my uncle’s head” (alluding to the fact well known 
to everyone at the meal that he has an uncle named Stone). Sometimes, a more 
existential identity of person and name is thrown up almost as a challenge, as 
in following case when two young men met one another for the first time. 


“What is your name?” 
“Hiirelbaatar” (Bronze-Hero) 


“So you are going to slice me then, are you?” (this refers to the associations 
of “bronze” with “sword” and “hero” with “warrior”). 

Now this encounter was remembered by Hiirelbaatar because of its unusu- 
ally jarring and hostile character. Yet the never-completely-forgotten mean- 
ingfulness of Mongolian names can also be seen from the fact that when 
people avoid speaking names, as will be discussed later, they choose as sub- 
stitutes words that have the same meaning (but not the same sound) as the 
unspoken name (Humphrey 1978:80). 

So Mongolian namesare both highly denotative and highly connotative. The 
serious point is that all these words used as names are chosen in order that 
the child thereby has something of that quality. This short chapter is not the 
place to try to categorize the words used as names. Suffice it to say that they 
include not only plain Mongol words but also Sanskrit, Tibetan, Chinese, 
Russian, or even English words known to Mongols. They include admired 
or symbolically resonant objects (e.g., Axe), materials (e.g., Iron), animals 
(e.g., Lynx), qualities (e.g., Calmness), colors (e.g., White), times (e.g., 
Wednesday), numbers (e.g., Eighty), institutions (e.g., KIM, the first letters of 
the Communist Youth International, or Seseer, the Mongol pronunciation of 
USSR), artifacts (e.g., Tractor), astronomical features (e.g., Sun), or deities 
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(e.g., Ayushi, the god of longevity). They also include — as will be explained 
later — denigrated objects, animals, or qualities, such as Dog or Shitty 
(Nyambuu 1969; Zhukovskaya 1980). Since the most desirable words are limi- 
ted, Mongols create differentiated names by constructing them from two, 
three, or even more component words (e.g., Siixbaatar, “Axe-Hero”) and 
by hybridizing through using several languages (a Mongol component plus 
a Tibetan or Chinese one, for instance). As cultural horizons have shifted 
through history, the ranges of Tibetan, Socialist, and Russian-originated 
names have become less common than straightforward Mongol words for 
new admired qualities (e.g., Soyol, “Culture”). 

What such names do is to identify people with “the world out there” and 
simultaneously to universalize the person. This move is often de-gendering — 
many word-names are not gender specific — and usually effaces kinship links. 
One exception is Otgon (meaning “last child”), which is quite frequently 
used as a name. Yet even here the intent of the name-giver is not so much to 
categorize the child’s position in the family as to indicate the kind of person he 
should become -the “Otgon role” is to be the dependable support who will stay 
at home to care for the aged parents. Another exception is that name-giving is 
sometimes used by parents to create a “set” of their children.’ One interesting 
case of this kind is the family from Alasha in Inner Mongolia whose sons were 
called Arslan (Lion), Bar (Tiger),and Irbis (Panther) while the daughters were 
given the distinctly less glorious names Hulgana (Mouse), Melkhii (Frog), and 
Shish (Fieldmouse). Such explicit internal gender valuations are rare, but the 
principle whereby meaningful qualities are imposed on people within a set of 
social relations is universal. 


INDIVIDUATING YET DE-PERSONALIZING 


Mongolian naming is an individuating practice, but it is also, I shall argue, 
one that overrides actual real-life distinctiveness. The name is supposed to be 
the differentiating agent. As Mongols say, 


Zuun xiinit Ziis iisexeer, 

Neg xiinii ner togtoo 

You can see a hundred people and not distinguish them, 
but a name allows you to know one person 


If it so happens that in a community two people have the same name, such 
as when an in-marrying bride turns out to have the same name as a woman in 
the husband’s family, then the incomer’s name is changed. It is the correlative 
of individuation that the person is supposed to be like their name, for each 
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person is held to have a singular character and fate. A woman called Chinbat 
(Firm-Strong) is intended to be different in her personality and behavior from 
one called Solongo (Rainbow). 

Yet the de-personalizing effect of such names can be seen in several ways, the 
first being that such word-exemplars are often not in themselves human. How 
could one become “more like oneself” by emulating the qualities attributed 
to the rainbow? This outward-projective effect of the Mongol name is seen 
most clearly when given names frankly refer to the desires of the parents, as 
when female infants are called Hitti-Daguul (Boy-Next) or Hiiti-Iree (May a 
Boy Come). 

What are the implications of the “projective” and meaningful character of 
Mongolian naming? Even names referring to natural objects may be perfor- 
matives in family-building undertakings, such that that newly named child is 
attached to a name that is intended to “work” into the future. This name not 
only has general culturally acknowledged associations (to powerful polemical 
effect) but very often is also part of the name-giver’s vision of his or her own life 
project. For example, a Mongolian said to me, “I have had a difficult life. Both 
my parents died young, and I was nothing. But later I got married and then 
I had a son, and so now my life is complete. Therefore, I call my son Tergiitil 
(Full-Moon).” This is a poetic, mimetic naming in which the son, Full-Moon, 
both metaphorically represents and is the completion of the father’s life. His 
existence, by this name, is part of his father’s, while his own is ignored. 

Finally, in the common case where children are named simply for desired 
qualities, it is evident that names point to something that is not yet visible or 
may never become visible. By their exemplary character, such names create 
the space of the follower of the exemplar — that is of the person (or self) who 
is not yet like the name, or even not at all like the name. 


THE NAME AND THE SELF 


The “name is fate” idea is sometimes instantiated by setting up an element of 
chance or non-intentionality in the conferring of a name. What this does is to 
make clear how names are simultaneous identified with people and detachable 
from them. Mongols often construct certain life situations as “fated” by means 
of ritually establishing a situation of randomization (for example the disposal 
of the corpse of a child, which used to be done by riding off into the steppe 
and “losing” the body by allowing it to fall off the back of the saddle). So 
it can be with naming. Hwan-young Park from his fieldwork in Mongolia 
in 1996 writes that around ten names may be written on slips of paper, put 
into a pot, and then one is pulled out. Names can also be acquired through 
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incidental events, as we can see from the following account, which also shows 
how names may, or may not, “fit” the child being named. The following is 
from the autobiography of a Mongolian herdsman writing in the mid-1990s: 


I was a little boy who cried a lot, and because I was worshipped by my parents, 
they were often very upset. My tired father carried me, a crybaby, on his back 
everywhere. Besides crying, I fell over a lot, and my father was scared. The name 
Chuluunbat (Stone-Strong) was the first given me, but when I was ill, my family 
was so worried they took me to the Russian doctor, Mrs. Zh. Bondon. 

The doctor looked around slowly, shook her head, and gave a lot of advice in 
Russian, but my parents did not understand the incomprehensible medical terms. 
‘You will be well,’ she said, sticking up her thumb and laughing. My parents 
laughed along, though they didn’t understand her. The Russian doctor called me 
‘Volodya’’ and said in Mongolian that I would be cured. My parents thought she 
was renaming me and that ‘Volojh’ meant stone, so I would grow up to be a very 
strong man. From that day on, both mother and father were very happy to call 
me Volojh, I wasn’t sick any more, and my mother stopped worrying about me to 
this day. I took into consideration how the Russian doctor blessed me with good 
health and peace of mind in calling me Volodya, and I hope she is well today. 

However, when I entered the first class at school, I guess that some official 
movement had arisen to change Russian to Mongolian names. My class teacher 
one day made me stand up and said, “Volojh! From today you will be called 
Namkhainyambuu.? How does that sound to you?” I told myself that it sounded 
alright and after that, though locally I was still often Volojh, officially I was called 
Namkhainyambuu. 

(Namkhainyambuu 2000:48) 


In the herdsman’s case, the idea that he should be “strong” was carried 
through the change of name and attached to the meaningless “Volojh.” The 
story seems to imply that the strength of “Volojh” imparted itself to the boy 
so that he was and felt himself to be strong through the remainder of his life. 

But what of the case where someone feels at odds with their name? In an 
authoritarian system, one may have to live with a sense of unease, for one 
is caught not only by the norm that other people give names, but also by a 
web of local linguistic associations that cannot be escaped. This is evident 
from the account of a woman from Inner Mongolia, named Uranchimeg 
(“Skilful-Decoration”). This name had been conferred on her by an older 
sister who loved embroidery and wanted her sibling to be good at it. As 
a child Uranchimeg used to play in the village with a young boy who found 
“Uranchimeg” difficult to pronounce and called her Udai (following the usual 
shortening practice of using the first syllable ofa name plus a name-suffix end- 
ing). Soon the whole village was using this name. But Udai reminded everyone 
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of Utai, the name of the famous Buddhist pilgrimage site of Utai Shan, and 
soon Uranchimeg was being teased as “Udai-Lama.” In the Cultural Revo- 
lution such a name became completely forbidden, but she went on being 
mocked, with another almost equally insulting second part to her name, as 
Udai-Sholom (Udai Fox Spirit). Now little Uranchimeg, who had by now 
come to identify herself with “Udai” and think of it as her real name, hated 
all of this. She went to her father and begged him to change her name. He 
gave the matter consideration and said he would re-name her Har-Hiii (lit- 
erally “Black Boy,” but meaning something more like “Ordinary Boy”). She 
knew this proposal reflected the fact that he had always wanted to have a son. 
Although Uranchimeg had always responded to her father’s wish in a physical 
way — throughout her childhood she “walked like a boy” and was “mobile and 
active” like a boy — she did not agree to be renamed Black Boy. “So keep your 
name,” her father then said. Even now she is a married woman in her thirties 
with children, Uranchimeg is called “Udai” when she returns to the village. The 
suffix however has changed to Niang-Niang (Senior Woman/Grandmother) 
and she is called Udai-Niang-Niang even by people older than herself. This 
reflects the fact that she has entered the senior generation early, because her 
father was relatively old (fifty years) when she was conceived. Meanwhile, 
through all of this, Uranchimeg also felt that it was her destiny to follow the 
name her sister had given and indeed she became a skillful seamstress. 

This history indicates how difficult it is to escape the web of naming prac- 
tice and the associated wishes of others. Uranchimeg also told me that any- 
one would be very anxious about willfully changing a name, because the 
name carries something of oneself. This idea applies also to representations 
of name, that is, either as a sound, or as something printed on a page."° To 
explain this idea, she described how she carefully cuts out her own and her 
family’s names from pages (old letters, envelopes, etc.) due to be thrown away, 
since they would otherwise be bound to be dirtied and polluted in the garbage 
and this would be to harm oneself. A similar idea lies behind the feeling that 
to take a new name (which requires giving up an old one) is dangerous, since 
one would be abandoning something of oneself thereby. So even people with 
frankly demeaning names tend to keep them. An example is a woman called 
Hiiiti-Daguul (Boy-Next) who became the Party Secretary of a large Inner 
Mongolian township. 

Occasionally people change their names. Such a decision is sometimes taken 
when a person has a long run of illnesses and has a “hard” (xatuu) name. In 
Inner Mongolia, a “hard” name is one that is ambitious or aggressive, such as 
Red Happiness or Dragon’s Eye. Parents give such names in the hope that their 
children will also be “hard,” but it may be decided that the illnesses indicate 
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that the child’s longer-term fate is not to follow this goal." Such a decision is 
never taken lightly because of the dangerous effect of parting from a name. 
A religious specialist should be consulted, and he will also choose the new 
name.” It may happen that a child goes to school and learns that his name is 
the same as that of an impossibly high figure, such as a Tang Dynasty Emperor. 
In this case, the name is subtly changed. Sometimes people feel unhappy with 
too religious a name (in socialist times) or too socialist a name like Lenin 
or Tractor (in post-socialist times), or a name that seems laughable in a new 
social context. 

In the family mentioned earlier where the daughters were called Mouse, 
Frog, and Fieldmouse, all three girls grew up to become respectable teachers. 
When Melxii (Frog) moved to the city she felt increasingly unhappy with 
her name and changed it to Oyuntsetseg (Pure-Flower). Yet no one at home 
forgot the name Frog, and out of respect for her the members of that family 
still do not call frogs “frog” but find another word for them. With this odd 
ethnographic fact we enter the realm of the social conventions of naming 
practices referred to at the beginning of this chapter. For whatever name one 
has, a new one or an old one, Mongols hold it important that that name be 
respected in everyday life, since acts in respect of the name are held to be acts in 
respect of the person. It is in this whole realm of “acts of respect,” which might 
seem to consist of almost arbitrary conventional performatives (as arbitrary 
as the sound-meaning aspect of language itself), that people can exert agency 
and battle for the presence of their personality. 


NOT BEING NAMED 


In this section I consider conventional practices of address and in particular 
the avoidance of using personal names. Ina previous article (Humphrey 1978), 
I discussed the question of why in Mongolia respecting someone should imply 
not addressing them by name. My suggestion was that, since it is juniors who 
must refrain from using seniors’ names — juniors who should also be subdued 
in other behavioral respects — the issue is one of attention. The calling out 
of one’s name inevitably attracts one’s attention and it is somehow injurious 
to seniors to compel them in this way. Such an interpretation, which I still 
uphold, is supported by the Mongol injunction that ancestors’ names should 
not be spoken aloud, since the sound of the name will cause “bones to ring 
out” (yasan xanggina). In other words, the sound of the name will “hit” the 
ancestor’s bones and disturb him. 

This chapter will take a different tack, however, and will discuss more gen- 
eral Mongolian ideas concerning talking to and about others. In general, name 
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avoidance, like the use of honorifics or other conventional linguistic prac- 
tices of respect, domination, insult, and so forth, is a question of “language 
ideology,” the complex systems of ideas and interests through which people 
interpret linguistic behaviors (Irvine 1998:52). Research in this field has shown 
that particular social structures, such as the presence of courts, hierarchies, or 
“caste” systems, cannot explain the presence (or not) of honorific linguistic 
practices.’ Rather, it is the local linguistic ideologies that interpret and ratio- 
nalize forms of talk that are the key to understanding. At the deepest level, a 
language ideology involves conceptions of language itself and its relation to a 
world of referents and social interactions (Irvine 1998:62). This article cannot 
attempt to answer such a broad question in relation to Mongolian. But the 
mere positing of the issue in this way — the suggestion that cultures may differ 
in understandings of language itself, as well as having their own interpretations 
of the particular forms and practices of any given language — indicates the need 
for a critique of theories that attempt a universal explanation of authoritative 
address. The most powerful theory of this kind is perhaps Althusser’s theory 
of interpellation (1971). But before proceeding to discuss this theory, let me 
first outline the ethnography of name avoidance and associated practices of 
the Mongols. 

Mongol names are in fact relatively infrequently used, either in reference or 
especially in address. There are really rather few people — all juniors — you can 
politely call by their name. In other words, the names of whole categories of 
people are what the Mongols call seertei (forbidden or tabooed) to other whole 
categories of people. Because names cannot be used, other ways have to be 
found to refer to or address people. Here I briefly describe three situations in 
which such practices occur: babies and young children, who are thought to be 
too vulnerable to have their names used; friends and age-mates, who negotiate 
their closeness and equality through various conventions; and seniors and 
highly respected people, for whom titles and kinship terms are used instead 
of names. 

A baby in Mongolia is either not given a name (ner) for a time," or, if 
it does have one, that name should not be spoken aloud. One woman from 
Jirim, Inner Mongolia, called both of her children, a boy and a girl, Muur 
(Cat) instead of giving them names. I should mention that the cat is not an 
animal the Mongols particularly like; they tend to think cats are rather spooky 
creatures. If the children of a family are sickly, and especially if one has died, 
the succeeding children are frequently given an etgeed ner (meaning a side, 
strange, or perverse name). This name is also known as the xaldaxgiii ner 
(name conferring inviolability). Unlike the ordinary, real name (zhiriin ner), 
it can be used and spoken aloud. Such names include Xiinbish (Not human), 
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Nergui (No-name), Terbish (Not that one), Xenmedex (Who Knows), Xench 
Yaaxav (Whoever), Muu Noxoi (Bad Dog), Baast (Shitty), Omxii (Smelly), and 
many others. Mongols say that this custom prevents evil spirits from getting to 
know where a child is by overhearing its name spoken aloud, thus deceiving 
them into not attacking the child. Meanwhile, as the mother is calling her 
child “Not You” (Chibish) or “Not me” (Bibish), all her milking cows have 
personal names!" 

Perhaps we can see the relation between the etgeed name and the child at 
this point as being like dress, that is, something non-integral, a protective, 
even misleading, carapace, given from outside. The idea is supported by the 
fact that, especially if they have been subject to illness, babies and toddlers are 
sometimes dressed in the clothing of the opposite sex, also in order to deceive 
the spirits (Szynkiewicz 1982:236-7). Babies are also deliberately “neglected” 
and made to appear uncared for, though Mongols actually love their children 
to distraction. If for some reason very young children have to be taken out 
after dark (when evil spirits are held to be most active) a sooty mark is made 
on their foreheads, and this is said to put off the spirits. All toddlers have 
uncut hair until the hair-cutting ritual at the age of around three to five, when 
distinctive gendered hairstyles are given and the “ordinary name” (zhiriin ner) 
is bestowed, if the child does not have one already. Until this point, it is often 
impossible for an outsider to say what sex a child is (Park 1997:14). Using the 
“side name” thus fits in among a number of practices on the body. These 
are designed to create a false, unmarked, and genderless exterior, fronting an 
interior that is unknown to anyone beyond the immediate family. 

Quite often these “strange” or “side” names linger on and become the 
accepted public name of the person throughout their life. In this case, such 
names must be respected along with all others. In other words, a junior should 
definitely not use them in address and furthermore in the close family other 
words are preferably found as substitutes in conversation and reference. More 
usually, as children grow up their “strange” names and nicknames discarded in 
favor of their proper names, but these are “shortened” (tovchilo-), “softened,” 
or disguised. Thus, Choinum is “softened” to Nijamaa and Dagidmaa to 
Damis-egchi;"® the rank Gegeen (“Enlightened”) is “softened” as Gegeenten 
and Lama as Lamxai or Doorom-Maam.” 

This shortening and softening is practiced along with “respecting” 
(abgaila-) whereby seniors are referred to by informal “respect names,” often 
together with a kin term (e.g., Danjia Axa, where “Danjia” is a generic “name- 
like” sound with no meaning and axa means “older brother”)."® In address, 
people usually avoid speaking aloud any kind of name and instead use gener- 
alized kin-terms, such as axa (older brother) or egchi (older sister). The people 
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referred to in this way may not be brothers or sisters at all,’® and the same is 
true of bagsh (teacher), which is commonly used for any somewhat learned 
or unusually skilled person. Nicknames are widely used among age-mates. 
Though avoidance of naming is most serious for incoming daughters-in-law 
(Hamayon and Bassanoff 1973; Humphrey 1978), it is considered offensive for 
anyone to use the name of any senior person. Thus, for elderly and very highly 
placed people, there may be no one alive who can use their name. Indeed, 
children sometimes do not know the name of senior relatives or village digni- 
taries. Urgunge Onon, now in his eighties, who was the eighth and youngest 
son of a respected Daur village headman, told me that he did not even know 
his own father’s name — he had never heard anyone use it, and it would be 
inappropriate for him to find out what it was. Such names came to light mainly 
when people had to cite them in official documents. This is not just a matter 
of the past; a young Mongolian in his thirties told me that his own children, 
now aged around ten, do not know the names of his father and mother (that 
is, their own grandfather and grandmother in the male line). A whole village 
may know a respected senior woman simply as X6gsh66 (old woman). Thus, 
as people grow older even the individuating function of names seems to fall 
away, to be replaced by categorization into a social type.”° 

In this situation, “not to be named” is seen as somehow indicating both 
respect and a warm and close relationship. But people have to learn how to use 
this convention correctly. A woman told me that when she was a young girl 
she used to run after a glamorous young man visiting her family. She called 
him Older Brother. But at one point her mother reprimanded her, “You are 
treating him like a nameless older brother (nergui axa)!” In other words, the 
girl was inappropriately treating him as close, when he was merely a visitor. 
The obverse of this is that even in situations where speakers are socially equal 
to one another and thus in principle could use one another’s name, actually 
to do so is to create a distancing effect. A telling example of this convention is 
that it is said that husbands and wives “are one” and therefore should not use 
each other’s name. 

Even in the case of reference — that is, when talking about someone in their 
absence — it is often the case that people have to find other words that are 
not the names of respected relatives. This is particularly an injunction for 
adult juniors, most specifically the incoming young wife. Mongols have many 
tales about the adroit young woman who finds a witty verbal substitute, and 
other tales about the tongue-tied or clumsy bride. One example of the latter 
is the (true) story of a young woman, married to a man called Namjilbaatar, 
who found herself at a Party meeting in Inner Mongolia in the 1970s during 
which a revolutionary song was sung. As everyone else was singing “Hai Hui 
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Heroes! Hai Hui heroes!” (hai hui baataruud! hai hui baataruud!), she was 
heard singing “Hai Hui Axe-handles!” (hai hui siixiin ishduud!’). She had to 
avoid the word baatar (hero), as it was part of her husband’s name, and, by 
the association of the hero with the swinging of an axe she arrived at the odd 
alternative of siixiin ish (axe-handle). Mongolians fall about laughing as they 
tell such stories. 

Funny as they may be, all such stories feed into the more general situation 
that it is understood to be injurious to point people out by talking about them. 
This is especially the case when people are discussed behind their backs, for 
such gossip is not subject to the norms of civility of the public encounter. 
Somehow, talking in this way about people is held to harm them, as it were 
magically, so that some misfortune will befall them. Such covert talk is called 
xar xel am (literally “black tongue mouth”) if it is critical of the person and 
tsagaan xel am (“white tongue mouth”) if it consists of praise, but it is held 
to be injurious in either case. It is specifically citing the name that makes the 
link between the speakers’ talk and the one who will be harmed. 

Even more generally, speech itself is conceived as active or creative in 
Mongolia, and thus potentially disturbing to the authority of stasis and the 
sheer existence of things as they are. In this situation, it is held to be proper for 
a young person to be nomxon duugui (literally “peaceful soundless”). He or 
she should hardly say anything at all in a social encounter among elders, for it 
is only the latter who have the authority to channel social life through public 
speech. It follows from this that among the seniors, the ability to speak skillfully 
is greatly admired, and there are numerous, highly formalized poetic genres 
(“praising,” “offering,” “teaching” etc.) through which oratory can be demon- 
strated. In fact, such speeches are performatives that transform or transfig- 
ure their object. In Mongolian culture, a specialist called xelmerch (“trans- 
lator,” “one skilled in languages”) is essential in confrontations between two 
“sides,” such as at political treaties or marriage negotiations. A saying about 
the xelmerch has become an exemplar for those aspiring to skilled speech: one 
should “speak to make thick cream sit on black water” (see Humphrey 1997 on 
the cultural importance of exemplars).** The idea here is that such speech can 
make the most unlikely thing happen, such as “persuading illiterate people to 
stop believing in Buddhism.” Thus, to summarize, controlled, public, and 
transformative speech has its counterpart in deliberate acts of subdued silence, 
and both are contrasted to secretive, formless gossip. Needless to say, the above 
remarks are highly reductive. Morten Pedersen’s work in Northwest Mongolia 
has argued for the presence of several different kinds of social prominence, 
each of which carries with it idiosyncratic modes of use of language (Pedersen 
2002). It is not possible to develop this theme further here, but my aim at this 


172 THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF NAMES AND NAMING 


point is to intimate the sense that there is a distinctive and complex “linguistic 
ideology” of the Mongols. This is one in which concerns about speaking may 
be not so much to do with the information conveyed as with what it brings 
about — the effects of speech in changing a situation. 


CONCLUSION: THE AUTHORITY OF “HAILING” 


Let me return now to the critique ofa universal theory of authoritative address 
mentioned earlier. In Althusser’s theory of interpellation (1971:160-73) the 
subject-constituting power of ideology is conceptualized through the image 
of the divine voice that names and thus brings its subjects into being and at 
the same time subordinates them. The authority of the state, when carried in 
the “voice of ideology” that hails (“interpellates”) subjects by name, is almost 
impossible to resist. This is because we are all ideological subjects. We live 
“spontaneously” and “naturally” in ideology, whose character we could only 
recognize if we were outside it (1971:160-1). Althusser nevertheless formulates 
theoretically the separation of the “concrete individual” from the ideological 
subject. The weight of his argument, however, is to submerge the former in the 
latter, who comes into existence only by being named. Yet the condition of the 
formation of the subject is a previous social setting, in which the child to be 
named (of course by the Father’s name) is already expected, has an identity, 
and is pre-appointed as a subject (1971:165). Thus there is in effect a prior 
subordination to authority. Subsequently, the vast majority of subjects work 
obediently “all by themselves,” inserted into practices governed by the state 
apparatuses. Interpellation constantly reconfirms subjecthood. The individual 
hailed by the policeman (“Hey, you there!”) immediately turns around and 
thereby appropriates the term by which he is hailed as subject (1971:163). 
Interpellation almost always “works,” and what seems to take place outside 
ideology (i.e., in the street) in reality is inside it, for “individuals are always- 
already subjects” (1971:164 emphasis in original). The Althusserian notion of 
interpellation has its place both within a general theory of the reproduction 
of labor power by means of state authority and social conventions and within 
a formal theory of the structure of all ideology. It thus creates its own terms, 
and might be seen as irrelevant to the ethnographic case of everyday naming 
we have been considering. Mongol naming practice, as mentioned earlier, has 
been recalcitrant to the various state forms experienced through history. 
Butler’s Excitable Speech (1997a) suggests how the idea of interpellation 
can provide the impetus for a more flexible analysis. She acknowledges the 
power of conferring a name as an initiatory act, but does not tie this to 
a theory of political-economic reproduction via the repressive state. Her 
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more Foucauldian formulation (1997a:78—9) applies well in a case like that 
of Mongolia, where the inaugurative power of name-giving is diffused and is 
echoed subsequently though the numerous social sites in which a person is 
hailed by their name only by persons senior to them in various different ways. 
Butler argues, not being caught in the Marxist inevitability of the last instance, 
that the subject need not be understood as pre-compelled. Unlike Althusser, 
she sees interpellation to be an address that “regularly misses its mark,” since 
one might protest the name that is called out. In fact, she writes, with the 
diffusion of sovereign power, interpellation has an origin as unclear as its end. 
“From whom does the address emerge, and to whom is it addressed? If the 
one who delivers it does not author it, and the one who is marked by it is not 
described by it, then the workings of interpellative power exceed the subjects 
constituted by its terms, and the subjects so constituted exceed the interpel- 
lations by which they are animated” (1997:34). This suggests a way out of the 
closed cycle of subjugation implied by Althusser. Butler’s book is concerned 
with the unpredictability and unlocatability of the workings of interpellation, 
in particular in respect of hate speech. The subject who speaks it is clearly 
responsible for such speech, but is hardly ever its originator. Racist name- 
calling works through invoking conventions that neither begin nor end witha 
particular speaking subject (1997:34). The idea that subjects “exceed” interpel- 
lation enables Butler to argue that while being called a name can be injurious, 
name-calling also may be the initiating moment of a counter-mobilization 
(such as “throwing back” a derogatory name in gay speech). 

It is not difficult to see how Butler’s ideas have influenced parts of this 
chapter — in particular the space she establishes between subjectivity (the self) 
and “the subject” (of naming). Nevertheless, her work cannot fully answer 
to an anthropological analysis, because it ignores the presence of different 
“linguistic ideologies.” In the Mongolian case, a woman cannot easily “throw 
back” an injurious name such as Boy-Next. This is not so much because of 
the social weight of the idea (that so many families, including one’s own, are 
waiting only for a boy), nor because jousting with names never happens. It 
is rather that the power of naming is explicitly recognized as dangerous. And 
this must be related, it seems to me, to the Mongols’ language ideology, their 
recognition of the transformative capacity of spoken language in general. In 
this situation, the recourse is to “soften,” shift, and retreat from the name, 
to end up as so respected and senior a person that one’s name is never pro- 
nounced in one’s presence. In this way, one can escape from being compelled 
by one’s name. I have argued here that this cannot be seen as an “individual” 
response, or even one of group politics as in Butler. For the interpersonal con- 
ventions of not-naming are omnipresent in social life and deeply engrained 
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in proper behavior. Thus one would not even be angry, I was told, if some boy 
pronounced one’s name — that would indicate simply a defect in him, a lack 
of self-control and inability to act in the right way. In turn, in not speaking 
out a name or title one is not just deferring to a particular person, one is also 
conveying respect for sociality itself and for one’s own place in it. Everyone is 
caught up in this matrix of exposure and retreat. 

Authoritarian as the Mongolian system undoubtedly is, it would nonethe- 
less be incorrect, it seems to me, to describe it in terms simply of socially con- 
stituted discourse and convention. It is true that subjects stand in a relation of 
addressing and being addressed and a certain inescapable subjectivation takes 
place in language (Butler 1997:30). Yet, even in Mongolia, one is not one’s name 
and the conventions of not being named do not exhaust the relation to the 
name. As this chapter has tried to show, there is also another dimension, that 
of a differently formed subjectivity, through which people variously attempt 
to bear with, live up to, surmount, or even reject the placing in the universe 
that their name has given them. 
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NOTES 


1. The belief in reincarnation and its relation (through the doctrine of karma) to the 
moral state of the person is one aspect of the separation of the self from the physical 
life in society. For an extended discussion of the Buddhist concept of “I” as understood 
by Mongolians and Buryats, see Morokhoreva 1994:74-85. 

2. “Seniority” appears in a number of different, though overlapping, social rankings, 
the most important being that of generation within a kinship grouping. Age provides 
another indicator of rank, though it is subordinate to generation amongst kin. Gender 
(males senior to females), religious status (ranks among Buddhist lamas and between 
them and laypersons) and political hierarchies give rise to further differentiations of 
seniority. The interesting issues of the inconsistencies between these hierarchies and 
historical shifts in their relative salience cannot be dealt with here. In contemporary 
life, since the socialist state destabilized most other rankings, generational seniority 
is generally paramount in the naming context. 

3. The exception to this is the formerly common use of Tibetan words as names 
by Mongolians. It is uncertain to what extent the meanings of such names, 
mostly referring to Buddhist religious ideas or personages, were understood by lay 
people. 

4. In principle, a person has just one name. It is true that Mongols have also often 
used “second names,” in the past that of the clan or Banner and recently that of the 
father. Use of the father’s name, e.g., Pureviin Jalsan, meaning “Purev’s [son] Jalsan,” 
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began in the nineteenth century in Mongolia and became official, perhaps under 
Russian influence, in 1926 (Lonjid (1992) and Darbeeva (1969), quoted in Park (1999). 
The use of second names is inconsistent, however, and differs among Mongols living 
in Mongolia, China (Inner Mongolia), and Russia. A variety of means — addition 
of father’s name, grandfather’s name, clan name, name of administrative region 
(Banner), place names, or nicknames — are used to differentiate and specify people. 
Arguably, these additions are understood by Mongols to be occasional descriptive 
conveniences rather than names (ner) as such. 

The existence of single names or fathers’ plus personal names causes problems 
when Mongols travel (apply for visas, citizenship, etc.) in regimes which assume the 
personal name plus surname formula. They wonder, “Should I invent some second 
name? Or split my single name into two parts?” Either procedure violates the idea 
that one person has one single (unique) name. 


6. See discussion in the Introduction to this volume. 


10. 


11. 


12. 


13. 


14. 


15. 


16. 
17. 


For example, a family with five sons and one daughter were called Batzorig, Batménx, 
Bathiileg, and Battseren (the sons) and Tserenhand (the daughter), Park (1999), 
p. 26. Rebecca Empson reports from her fieldwork in 2001-2 that she stayed in a 
family where the five daughters were called Uranchimeg, Uranbilig, Urandolgio, 
Urantsetseg, and Uranxaich. As mandated by “Uran” (skilled) all five girls were 
skilled at embroidery. 

Volodya is short for the common Russian name Vladimir, which has no meaning. 
Volojh is a Mongolian pronunciation of Volodya. 

This is a name consisting of two Tibetan terms, namxai [namkhai] and nyambuu, 
whose meaning was almost certainly unknown to the boy. 

The same idea applies to photographs of people, which consequently should always 
be treated with respect. 

Buyan daaxgui (“fortune does not follow”). This may be related to the Buddhist idea 
of karma, whereby a person’s fate in a given life is determined by the acts of that soul 
in previous lives. 

In the case of a girl called Dragon’s Eye (Ch. Lung Yien) it was decided after much 
discussion not to change her name. A boy in the same village named Red Happiness 
(Ch. Hong-Xi) was, however, re-named the “softer” Coming Happiness (Ch. Lai-Xi). 
Jirim, Inner Mongolia, 1970s. 

For example, Irvine points out that the Wolof society had royal courts and profound 
inequalities of birth and family origin and yet the language contained no honorifics, 
whereas the languages of the relatively egalitarian Bemba and Zulu do have them 
(1998:52). 

I have not been able to represent adequately in this short article the extent to which 
customs vary in different parts of the Mongolian region. For example, among Buryats 
living in Halh Mongolia children are not given names until the hair-cutting ceremony 
at age three to four, while in Jirim and Barga in Inner Mongolia names are given 
after one month. 

It seems that spirits are not so concerned with attacking cows. Rebecca Empson, 
personal communication, Dornod Aimag, Mongolia, 2001. 

Rebecca Empson, personal communication, Halh Mongolia, 2001-2002. 

Dooromis the term for a Buddhist learned degree. Maamis a softened form of “lama” 
in Jirim dialect. The idea is to soften the sound so that the word ‘lama’ is not heard 
distinctly. Hiirelbaatar, personal communication, Inner Mongolia. 
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18. 


19. 


20. 


21. 


22. 
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Morokhoeva (1994:43—4) describes how among Buryats names are avoided altogether 
inside the domestic circle and substituted by a fairly complex series of kinship terms. 
When there is more than one nagasa (mother’s brother) in the circle the kin term is 
qualified by a marker of seniority/juniority. 

Kin-terms that too closely delimit the category of person addressed also seem to be 
avoided. Thus a mother’s mother’s sister’s husband, for whom a kinship term exists, 
is called simply Ye-Ye (grandfather). Nasanbayar personal communication referring 
to contemporary Alasha region. 

In this respect, as in so many others, the Mongols maintain a different system from 
the Chinese, even though the two peoples have lived in close proximity for centuries. 
In Chinese society there is a sharp gender differentiation not apparent in Mongolia. 
The more names a Chinese man acquires during his life, the more socialized and 
the more individuated he becomes. By contrast, married women in rural China are 
essentially nameless, a situation Rubie Watson attributes to their non-attainment of 
full personhood (Watson 1986). 

Xar usun deer urum suutal xelex. This is a quotation from the Janggar epic, well 
known to many Mongols. 

Example given by Hiirelbaatar, referring to life in North-East Inner Mongolia in the 
19708. 


Benson’s chapter also examines the notion of the tyranny of the name by consid- 
ering slave names that were assigned in such a way as to deny any known social 
past. What happens, she asks, when names rupture rather than connect? And how 
have people dealt not only with the tyranny, but also with the injury, of the name? 
Through an examination of accounts by Africans in eighteenth-century London, 
in plantation America, and by contemporary African American writers, Benson 
explores not only the sources of the injury, but also the possibility of recovering 
the named self. Resonating with Lambek, Benson asks if you can disavow the 
tyranny only if you know the name but answers on a different note — suggesting 
that one can never name oneself. 


Injurious Names: Naming, Disavowal, and 
Recuperation in Contexts of Slavery and Emancipation 


SUSAN BENSON 


“Slaves and dogs are named by their masters. Free men name themselves.” 


(Moore 1960) 


PROLOGUE: NAMES OF THE FATHER 


In April 1999, in the course of a conference on “Race in 21st Century America” 
held at Michigan State University, I attended an acrimonious public debate 
staged between Dinesh D’Souza, the author of The End of Race? and the 
African American political scientist Manning Marable. Marable argued for the 
uniquely oppressive character of African American experience in the United 
States, past and present; D’Souza, predictably enough, was there to reiterate 
his argument that too much fuss is made about racial inequality in America 
and African Americans should just get on with helping themselves. It was a 
bad-tempered affair, and in the end Marable sought to clinch the argument by 
reaching, not for the carefully marshaled evidence with which he had opened 
the debate, but for personal testimony. He chose, in fact, to speak about nam- 
ing, and about his name in particular. He was, he told the audience, called 
Marable because his great-grandfather, a slave, had been sold as a small boy 
of nine to a man called Marable, sold by the master who was also his father, 
with his mother weeping by his side. The point of the story was clear: that 
the injuries of the African American past were so grievous that there could be 
no comparison with even the harshest of immigrant experiences. And cen- 
tral to Marable’s sense of this incomparable injury was the conjuncture of 
ruptured kinship and poisoned name — a name that spoke not of genera- 
tion and connection, not of rootedness in a family history, but of a violent 
disavowal. 

I grew up in a household where — for very different reasons — the paternal 
name was also far from straightforward. We all knew, since he made no secret 
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of it, that my father’s name was not “really” Benson at all, but Browne. Born 
in northern Nigeria, perhaps in 1910, perhaps in 1912, in the Hausa city of 
Zaria, he was the only surviving child of an extended liaison (“marriage,” in 
my father’s account) between a local Fulani girl and George Sinclair Browne, 
a rising colonial administrator. At the age of seven he was separated from his 
mother to be educated first by missionaries in Zaria, then at boarding school in 
Lagos, and finally at university in England. Detached as he was from the Hausa 
world in which he had spent his early childhood, my father nonetheless — 
as he told the story — refused to use his English father’s name. Instead he 
chose to take the name of the Fante clerk, Paa Gabriel Ashford Benson, who 
succeeded Browne in my grandmother’s affections and who, throughout my 
father’s childhood and adolescence, seems to have acted as an intermediary 
between Browne and his son.’ 

In the story as it was told to us as children, then, my father renamed himself— 
and thus repudiated the man whose stern photograph graced the dining room 
sideboard and whose chilly and formal letters to “My dear Browne” I had 
furtively read as a teenager: replacing the name of the despised (white) father 
with that of the African who cared for the child — and for the child’s mother. 
But the inscription of the name Benson in my father’s very first passport — 
issued while he was still at school — suggests a rather different story, a story 
not of heroic self-fashioning but of paternal disavowal. In the colonial order 
of Northern Nigeria “half-castes” like my father were not supposed to exist. 
The replacement of “Browne” with “Benson” served precisely to secure the 
implausible fiction that sexual contact between British colonial officials and 
those they ruled did not take place. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that my 
father never used but could not quite let go of his father’s name and the claim 
for recognition that it entailed. 

The sense of injury that characterizes both these accounts is framed by a 
particular cultural context, that of twentieth-century British and American 
culture: a context where — as Lévi-Strauss shrewdly observed — “Everything 
takes place as if... every individual’s own personality were his totem; it is the 
signifier of his signified being” (Lévi-Strauss 1966:214). On the one hand our 
names are, in the most literal sense, what we call our selves: absolutely and 
indissolubly “us.” Our names also both represent and define our selfhood in 
the social world: they are what we must “own up to.” In Derrida’s terms: “‘T 
am assumed to be responsible for ‘myself’: that is, imputable to that which 
bears my name” (Derrida 1997:250). Yet names are never simply our own: they 
are conferred on us, and demand recognition by others to operate as names at 
all. As such, they are constituted within and are ratified by the symbolic order, 
the order of power and its inscriptions. They also bear the weight of the past, 
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of those whose names we share and whose histories are entangled with our 
own. In this context it is worth noting that while Marable’s great-grandfather 
chose the surname Marable — he could, in fact, have done otherwise, as many 
African Americans did at the moment of emancipation — and my father chose 
to continue using the name Benson, whoever chose it for him in the first place, 
in neither case did these acts of self-fashioning erase the sense of the name as 
a product of a history of powerlessness and exclusion. 

What these stories share, then, is a similar sense of naming trouble: of names 
imposed, of names denied, of the legacy of poisoned names and the difficulties 
that attend their repudiation. In both the racial order of colonial Nigeria and 
in the much more brutal case of the ante-bellum United States, questions 
of naming, of both collective and individual designation, were integral to 
practices of domination. In this paper, however, I will not directly be concerned 
with the naming and making of collectivities — a question that has received 
considerable attention in recent social and post-colonial theory — but rather, to 
appropriate a phrase of Jacques Derrida, with the politics of the proper name, 
a politics that takes on a particularly sharp and distinctive character in regimes 
where the classing of individuals as members of differentiated communities 
of descent is of critical importance. 

The recognition of naming as a quintessentially social act stands at the 
heart of anthropological writing on the subject. Anthropologists have long 
been interested in the intertwining of systems of naming and systems of kin- 
ship, and have written extensively of the ways in which naming acts as a critical 
element in processes of social incorporation and the constitution of person- 
hood. We are named by others and, in many naming systems, for others: 
in a critical sense, then, names belong as much, if not more, to the givers of 
names as to those that bear them. In many contexts, personal naming practices 
not only reflect and constitute relationships among the living but also act as 
bridges between past and future, linking the living and the dead. But — unlike 
much recent social theory — anthropological writing on these processes has 
focused primarily on naming’s creative and socially positive aspects. Here, by 
contrast, I want to consider what happens where naming — as in the two cases 
presented above — is as much concerned with rupture as with connection, 
with unpersoning as with conferring personhood and where the according 
and refusing of names is injurious to those that bear them. I also examine 
the consequences of attempts at recuperation, the fundamental difficulty of 
self-authorship, of naming oneself. 

My particular concern is with the politics of naming — and of re-naming — 
in the context of European, Caribbean, and North American chattel slavery — 
slavery embedded in a cultural and legal milieu where the significance of 
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the “proper name” — the name one “answers to,” the name that defines an 
individual’s legal and social identity, is inextricably linked to western ideas 
of autonomous selfhood and of social capacity. But I also wish to explore 
the ways in which these questions of recognition and non-recognition might 
operate in other systems of unfreedom too. I here draw upon material from two 
different West African contexts with which I am familiar: the Muslim Hausa- 
Fulani Emirates of what is now northern Nigeria and the Akan kingdom of 
Asante in the forest region of what is now southern Ghana, two historically 
important African polities where the institution of slavery played a signifi- 
cant role. 

In each case, slave naming was centrally concerned with a tyrannous 
interpellation: through naming — or, rather, through re-naming — not only 
is the previous social persona of the slave obliterated, but the slave marked off 
from other persons whose social identities are given privileged recognition. 
Yet there are significant and interesting differences between the onomastic 
politics of each case, as well as in the ways in which the unfree could, or could 
not, recuperate a less circumscribed social identity: a recuperation which again 
is marked by the repudiation and taking of proper names. In both the Hausa- 
Fulani and Asante case, “re-personed” or emancipated slaves acquired, albeit 
in very different fashion, names that made them publicly indistinguishable 
from those of “free” descent. The American case is, however, historically more 
complex. In the decades after Abolition, Africans in America publicly appro- 
priated for themselves the naming practices of free persons, and over time 
increasingly chose for their children names similar to those chosen by White 
Americans. This, however, is no longer the case. Over the past four decades, 
Black naming practices have diverged markedly from White, demonstrating 
both a taste for onomastic invention and — in the increasing popularity of 
African and Muslim names — a wish to mark the recuperation of a distinctive 
and disavowed connection with an African past and present.* 


NAMING SLAVES: MUSLIM HAUSALAND 


Let us begin by considering the ways in which naming practices marked the 
distinction between slave and free in the polities that comprised the Sokoto 
Caliphate between its foundation and the British conquest of 1900-1903. Then 
as now, names that Hausa conferred on newborn children reflected both a 
general commitment to Islam — of increasing importance in Hausa life and 
politics over the course of the nineteenth century — and to the particular 
structures of Hausa kinship.> They first received a “hidden” name, whispered 
in the newborn’s ear by one of their parents, by which they should never be 
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publicly addressed and which was indissolubly linked to the corporeal essence 
of the new human being (Tremearne 1914: 249). A second name was given in 
a public ceremony (ranar suna) seven days after the birth. As the Kano cleric 
and trader Mahmadu Koki — himself named for his father’s elder brother — 
put it, recalling his childhood in the decade before the arrival of the British in 
1901: “The father, or the father’s representative chooses a child’s name. If the 
father has an elder brother, the elder brother may do it, even if the grandfather 
is alive. ... Perhaps the name chosen will be that of a brother, or even one of 
their father’s generation or some important member of the family, who has 
died. But if there is no recent death to ‘replace’, then he will consider the names 
of the prophets, or the companions of the prophet, or some great saint whose 
albarka [mystical virtue] is to be sought, and give that to the child”(Koki 
1977: 13). 

This name, known variously as sunan littafi (book name), sunan rana (day- 
name), sunan yanka (name of the slaughtering, referring to the animal sacri- 
ficed on such occasions), or sunan fito (guiding name) — effected the formal 
incorporation of the child into the patrilaterally inflected field of Hausa kin- 
ship. Children, as Mahmadu Koki indicates, would commonly be given Hausa 
versions of the names or by-names of the Prophet, his relations and com- 
panions, Mohammadu, Abdullahi, Aishatu; the names of the archangels, the 
prophets, or holy men or women, Jibril, Musa, Maryamu; or perhaps a name 
reflecting the point in the religious calendar when they were born, Azumi 
(Ramadan), Salla (Id-al-Fitr or Id-al-Kabir). Many by-names were associated 
with these sunan littafi. But Hausa children also acquired a whole series of fur- 
ther by-names or nicknames (lakabi), some of which might fall out of use in 
adulthood, others of which endured throughout their adult lives. These might 
be sunayen kakani, family names, which reflected the particular circumstances 
in which the child entered the world: the day of the week (Laraba, for example, 
for a Wednesday-born girl, Danjuma for a Friday-born boy); their birth order 
or circumstances within the family: Gado/Gambo, for example, for a child 
born after twins, Barau for a boy born after a dead sibling, Talle for a fostered 
child. As in many other cultures of the region, children born after a series of 
miscarriages, still-births or children who did not survive early infancy, were 
often named in a way that sought to defend them against spiritual forces 
seeking to carry them off. Such names could invoke the desired outcome: 
Na-baral/ Barmani, let he/she be spared; Kyauta, gift; or, alternatively, seek to 
“hide” the child behind a “worthless” name: Ajuji, on the dung-heap; Ayashe, 
let it be abandoned; Bawa, slave. Other nicknames, sunayen wasa, might be 
given by siblings or friends and, like some family names, referred to spe- 
cific qualities, negative or positive, of the individual concerned.* Intimate or 
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formal, playful or serious, to “place” (sa) names on an individual was both to 
position the person in a social matrix and to acknowledge particular human 
potentialities. 

Captives and slaves bought or acquired as tribute formed a significant per- 
centage of the population of central Hausaland in the nineteenth century, 
ranging from under 10 percent in poor Emirates such as Daura (Smith 1978: 
44) to somewhere between 30 and 50 percent in the wealthy, densely settled 
areas of southern Kano and northern Zaria». They played a vital role both 
in the economy of the region and in its political and military organization: 
indeed, as in many African systems, the slave of a chief might be a much more 
important figure than a poor commoner (talakawa) (Stilwell 1998).° While 
many slaves lived in the households of their masters or mistresses, separate 
slave villages (rinji, rumada) were widespread. Certain kinds of work — hard 
agricultural and domestic labor, building work, head-loading, the removal 
of night-soil in the city, were associated with them — although, as Mahmadu 
Koki (1977: 17) pithily recalled, “a poor man was his own slave,” obliged to do 
the kind of work — on his own account or for payment -that the prosperous 
man assigned to others.’ Yet the status of a poor man and a slave differed 
significantly. Slaves (bayi, sing. bawa) were incomplete persons in important 
respects: they were scorned for their poor grasp of Hausa and lived in a state 
of perpetual dependency with no entitlement to inherit land or property. In 
sharp distinction to customary practice among free men, a male slave’s chil- 
dren were not his to command: they followed the “milk line” and belonged 
to their mother’s household, although the children of a slave (either male or 
female) anda free person were free. Even if, as has been argued, convention dis- 
couraged the sale of slaves born in captivity (dimajai, sing. dimajo, cucanawa, 
sing. bacucane) and accorded to them the right to work on their own account, 
they were in no position to place themselves in relations of equality to free 
men and women. And they continued to be recognizable by the facial marks 
(uku-uku, “three-three,” incised like cat’s whiskers either side of the mouth) 
that they were given. 

Slaves were also “marked” by the distinctive names that their masters chose 
to give them. The obliteration of any previous social identity and the absence 
of any references to social placement in the names given to captives or to slaves 
bought in the market clearly indicated what, for many writers on the subject 
of African slavery, was the critical marker of their status: their initial social 
marginality and kinlessness. Some names directly signal a foreign origin — 
Dangwari or Dankurama, for example, Son of the Gwari/Kurama, populations 
to the south often subjected to Hausa slave raids (M.F. Smith 1954: 46). A large 
number make pious reference to the power and generosity of God: Alibai, 
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for example, a contraction of the phrase Alla ya ba wanda ya ba mu, “may 
God give what he gives us” (Bargery 1934: 16); or Allah-Magani, “God-the- 
Remedy [for all things].” Others parade the prosperity of the owner. Thus 
Baba of Karo, the daughter of a country cleric and farmer born around 1890, 
recalled how she was weaned by one of her father’s slaves, Zetanku (Zatanku), 
a name conventionally given to a slave by a “mistress unexpectedly become 
rich” (Abraham 1946: 971). Another, a runaway, was named Hasada (jealousy), 
probably from the phrase “Hasada ga mai rabo taki?” — “Envy does not prevent 
you getting the lot that God has allotted to you” (Abraham 1946: 379; M. E. 
Smith 1954: 43-6). 

Conferring a name of this kind is an act of domination. And this is clearly 
reflected not just in how slaves were named but in how they were called. As 
Baba (her day name, we are told, was properly Laraba, Wednesday; her Muslim 
name, Hasetu) put it: “They used to have double names, if you called the first 
part of the name they answered and completed it, like this: there was ‘Gift 
of Allah’ You would call ‘Gift!’ and she would answer ‘of Allah!. There was 
‘Wealth belongs to’ — ‘Allah’, ‘Life in this world’ — ‘patience’, “The Lord of all 
slaves’ — ‘Allah’, those were all women slaves. The men were called ‘May Allah 
prolong’ — ‘our father’s life’ “Gift of Allah’ and many others”(M. F. Smith 1954: 
50-1). 

Each communication thus effected a tyrannous act of interpellation. Slaves 
were literally made to “answer to” names that in and of themselves indicated 
their subjection. Such names, unsurprisingly, were abandoned on manumis- 
sion and replaced by a “book name” indistinguishable from those of free 
persons. As Mahmadu Koki recalled, if a slave through his own efforts accu- 
mulated the money to redeem himself, “[he] would go and buy a kid or a 
lamb, and say to his master, “Tomorrow I want to be given a name.’ He would 
choose the name that he wanted, perhaps Ali, or Umaru, or Mohammadu, 
or whatever. He became a free man, and threw away his old, slave name. And 
they would do it in front of witnesses...” (Koki 1977: 20). 

More commonly, it was masters who freed their slaves and chose their new 
names for them: when Baba’s husband, Malam Maigari, decided to free his 
slave Allah-magani he gave him the name Usuman: “he came into the kin and 
became the eldest son in every way — except that he would not inherit” (M. F. 
Smith 1954: 119). Similarly, when children were born to slaves in her family’s 
rinji they were given the family’s Beriberi facial marks and “there was a naming 
ceremony and a ram was killed and porridge made. The child was freed and it 
came into our family... They became kinsfolk, they were not called dimajai... 
they were called brothers” (M. FE. Smith 1954: 43). But, Baba is careful to 
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point out, her grandfather freed his slaves like this “because he wanted to be 
rewarded when he died — because of religion... But if the masters of slaves 
did not attend to religion, they did not do it at all.” (M. F. Smith 1954: 40). 


NAMING SLAVES: ASANTE 


From the beginning of the eighteenth century until its destruction by the 
British at the end of the nineteenth century, the kingdom of Asante engaged 
in a series of expansionist military campaigns that brought large numbers of 
war captives into Asante, while other outsiders arrived as tribute or through 
trade or purchase. Such individuals were termed nnonkofo (sing. odonko), 
and as such they were distinguished from nkoa (sing. akoa), those subject to 
kinship or political authority; and also from awowa, pawns, full social persons 
sold into servitude but redeemable by their kin. Their children were slaves in 
perpetuity, distinguished both in life and in death from free lineage members,* 
as were the offspring of free men and slave women, although the child ofa slave 
man and a free woman was regarded as a free. No reliable figures exist as to the 
percentages of such individuals in the overall population, but, as in Hausaland, 
while some slaves lived in the households of their masters or mistresses, others 
were settled separately, in slave hamlets. Both slaves and “free” subjects were 
implicated in relations of subservience in which those to whom they were 
politically subject could trade and dispose of them, but slaves were infinitely 
more vulnerable in this respect. Lacking the jural protection afforded by full 
kin group membership, often distinguished in terms of their tribal marks, 
speaking accented or rudimentary Twi and differentiated in terms of their 
dress, they were liable to be given the most difficult and unpleasant kinds of 
work to do: or, indeed, to be consigned to the status of akyere, one destined 
to be sacrificed.° 

That such slaves were seen in critical respects as less than persons is indi- 
cated in the sharp contrast between their names and the complex chain of 
appellations acquired by Asante citizens. A child’s first name, in the past as in 
the present, was his or her soul name (kradin), called out at the moment of 
delivery and determined by the day upon which he or she was born: Adwoa, for 
example, for a Monday-born girl, Kwadwo for a boy; Kwame for a Saturday- 
born boy, Ama for a girl. Kradin, together with their associated by-names, were 
understood to indicate elements of the child’s disposition derived from the 
kra (here, spirit) governing the day of the child’s birth. Like Hausa children, 
Asante children might also be accorded names which referred to the circum- 
stances of their birth or family: Ata Panyin and Ata Kuma for twins, Tawia for 
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the child born after twins, Adiyea, “you’ve suffered grief,” for a child bereaved 
in infancy. Others, such as Dente or Tabiri acknowledged the shrine or Power 
thought to be responsible for successful conception. And children born after 
a series of infant deaths were immediately given protective “disguise names”: 
Yempew, “we don’t want you,” Sumina, “midden,” Donko, “slave.” 

But it is only through the conferring of what Sarpong (1974: 89) terms the 
“proper” name (abadin), ideally eight days after birth, that the child is for- 
mally incorporated into the Asante social universe. This name is given not 
by the mother’s lineage (abusua), the group to which the child is indissolubly 
bound through shared blood (mogya), and where the child’s most impor- 
tant economic obligations and entitlements lie, but rather by the father or 
one of his paternal kin, members of his ntoro group,’° who will name the 
infant for a respected paternal ancestor. To confer a specific name may involve 
the detection of observable qualities which link the child to its namesake, 
but it is also intended to conduce resemblance: the identity between name 
and person shapes the character (suban) of the one who bears it (Sarpong 
1974: 88; Antubam 1963: 57). As Rattray notes (1927: 62-6; see also McCaskie 
1995: 172) there is a clear sense in this procedure of a hoped-for reincar- 
nation of the “great names” (aboadenfoo, s. oboadeni) of the patriline — an 
ideal most explicitly elaborated in the naming practices of the chiefly elite. 
Children unacknowledged by their fathers thus remain dangerously incom- 
plete. In Asante terms, they “lack a whole body” (wonni mu) and are unlikely 
to thrive. 

Individuals in addition will acquire by-names, nkwadaadin, which speak 
to their physical appearance, character, deeds, or portents associated with 
their birth. Such appellations might be simply descriptive: tenten, tall or fefe, 
beautiful. But again, the ideals at work are most clearly illustrated in the allusive 
and resonant naming practices of the Asante elite. Consider, for example, 
Barima Kwaku Dua Asamu, enstooled as Asantehene in 1834. To his kradin of 
Kwaku (Wednesday-born) were joined the abadin Dua, together with Asamu, 
“born warrior.” As a young man, he acquired the nkwadaadin Barima (“heroic 
warrior”) in recognition of his exemplary conduct in battle. In the course of 
his reign, he acquired, among others, the sobriquet Agyeman, “defender of 
the nation.” Consider also his grandson Kwasi, born five years after Kwaku 
Dua Agyeman’s death and enstooled as Asantehene Agyeman Prempeh in 
1888. The child was from an early age addressed by those around him as 
Kwaku Dua Asamu, “in fond memory of the King of that name who is my 
ancestor... The old people said I was growing like him in every way and so 
they called me with his name” (quoted in McCaskie 2003). But as a child 
he also acquired the nkwadaadin Prempeh, referring at the same time to his 
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admired plumpness and lightness of skin and to one of the royal drums whose 
tones played out a message of eagerness for battle." It was this name, together 
with Agyeman, the nkwadaadin of his grandfather, by which he chose to be 
known as a ruler. 

Asante names were thus, in essence, augmentational: they indicated a com- 
plex interplay between perduring substantial and spiritual components of the 
person (including, most critically, those transmitted by parental blood and 
semen), those that spoke to family and social circumstances and those that 
resulted from the recognition and cultivation of individual character, suban. 
What is striking, in comparison, is the impoverished character of slave names. 
These might simply indicate a non-Asante origin, relate to a physical char- 
acteristic or refer to scars or distinguishing marks. Alternatively, they might 
express a wish or pious observation: “he is happy at home,” for example; or 
(as for children born after a series of still births or deaths in infancy), a dis- 
guise name such as “dirty” or “worthless.” Shrine names expressed gratitude 
to the god concerned for an owner’s good fortune. Consider, for example, 
the names of nnonkofo recorded in the history of Adiebeba, a village now 
engulfed in the southern suburbs of the Asante capital Kumase. They include 
a young women, Yafowa (ayimafowa, “a person of no importance”); another 
called Asemnyinaa (“everything [on earth comes from God]”); a boy called 
Aketekete (ketekete, small, trivial); and one Atinga Mosi, brought back from 
the north bya local entrepreneur in the 1880s, named both fora shrine (Atinga) 
and for his putative ethnic origin, but remembered by his nickname: Pataku, 
“hyena” or “long-jaw” (McCaskie 2001: 43, 49, 54, 74). 

Slave names, then, were characteristically incomplete and frequently 
derogatory: lacking, initially, at least, both soul names and “proper” names, 
these were individuals who had only a precarious hold on social connected- 
ness, had no substantial connection to abusua or ntoro group, no worthy suban 
to transmit. And, as in the Hausa case, slaves were continuously “reminded” 
of their lack by the “answer names” (nyeso din) by which they were commonly 
addressed: “Each slave would be given his particular saying... which he must 
use only when replying to his master. For example, the master calls Kofi; Kofi 
will reply by his “answer-name,” which may be Biako eya (To be alone is sor- 
rowful), or Ade nyina wo Nyame so (All things are with God), or Barima e 
na (Heroes are difficult to find), to select but a few of many. Sometimes the 
nyeso-name, or part of it, was used to call the person, who replied in the same 
words, or, where the sentence had only been begun, by filling in the ellipsis.” 
(Rattray 1929: 46). 

In Asante as in Hausaland, how slaves were named and how they were 
called must surely be seen as more than a mere reflection of the profoundly 
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ambiguous position of human beings who are and are not persons, are, and are 
not, things. In these practices we see one of the ways in which such ambiguity 
is actively cultivated as a mechanism through which the unfree are situated, 
a performative politics through which we can glimpse, in Foucault’s terms, 
“how things work at the level of on-going subjugation... subjection in its 
material instance as a constitution of subjects” (Foucault 1980a: 97). Signifi- 
cantly, Rattray tells us, nyeso din were also used by fathers in addressing their 
adolescent sons and by chiefs to their servants. They demonstrate — both to 
the audience and to the individual thus called — the difference between those 
who can command the bodies and actions of others and those who are com- 
manded, whose very names speak not to their own histories and character but 
act as a vehicle for the communicative intentions of their masters. 

Over time and with good fortune the names of the children of nnonkofo 
would come to resemble free names, as they acquired what Fortes called “the 
limited jural autonomy of a lifelong jural minor” in their owner’s abusua 
(Fortes 1969: 263). But if Hausa slaves marked emancipation by throwing 
away their slave names, replacing them with those in common usage within 
the Muslim umma, Asante slaves, like Roman slaves, marked the acquisition 
of more complete forms of personhood by nominal augmentation. Unlike 
Roman slaves, however, that could only be done through time, not as a single 
juridical act. Manumission played no part in Asante social practice: rather 
slaves might hope to be incorporated, for most intents and purposes though 
never completely, into the structures of what McCaskie (1995) terms “jural 
corporateness.” At both the level of the lineage and the level of the state, the 
incorporation of nnonkofo as loyal and useful subjects was a critical political 
strategy. In Asante even today it is highly impolite to speak publicly of the 
origins of individuals; these are matters “whispered into our ears by the elders 
of the family,” as one informant put it to me. In the past, such speech would 
risk a fine or even death (Poku 1969: 35). 

Such differences tell us much about the ways in which Muslim Hausas 
and Asantes traditionally conceived of the full social person, as an individual 
within the Muslim community on the one hand, and as a member of a corpo- 
rate lineage on the other, linked by ties of shared substance to others within 
it. Kopytoff and Miers were right to argue that in the African context “the 
antithesis of ‘slavery’ is not ‘freedonY but rather ‘belonging’” (1977:17). Butjust 
how “belonging” may be achieved — by re-inscription or by augmentation — 
and in what it might consist must be more precisely culturally contextualised. 
This is critical when we consider the politics of naming and renaming in the 
context of chattel slavery in the Atlantic economies, where ideas of freedom 
and belonging turn out to be far from unproblematic categories. 
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ATLANTIC CHATTEL SLAVERY: ENGLAND AND ITS AFRICANS 


Between the beginning of the sixteenth and the middle of the nineteenth 
century some ten to twenty million Africans endured the violent rupture of 
the Middle Passage: some took their given names with them into the slave 
societies of the new world or into domestic servitude in Europe, but most 
had new names imposed upon them. In Britain, where African slaves played 
an increasingly visible role in the households of the middle and upper classes 
in the course of the eighteenth century,” these might be perfectly ordinary 
names, albeit often in their diminutive form: Tom, Bess, or Jack: servant 
names, in short, which spoke both of familiarity and condescension. But 
slaves were equally likely to be named fancifully, often with names culled 
from classical antiquity: Scipio [Africanus], Caesar, Nero or, most commonly, 
Pompey — the latter so popular that it became the generic name for a black 
servant in eighteenth-century England. Such names served to reinforce the 
idea of Africans as embodiments of exotic alterity, but also invited pointed 
comparison between the appearance and circumstances of the slave and the 
illustrious personage referenced by his name. These were names to call as a 
joke, names whose grandiosity humiliated: Ignatius Sancho, Gustavus Vassa, 
Julius Soubise. 

Eighteenth-century Englishmen also named the animals they owned, and 
there is some similarity but no simple parallel between the naming of slaves and 
the naming of domestic beasts. Names imposed on slaves are not those given 
to horses, nor do they resemble those given by farmers to their cows; while 
cats’ names, while occasionally grandiose, have a sense of intimacy and play- 
fulness lacking in slave nomenclature.’ The closest parallel — and this should 
not surprise us — is with the names given to pet, rather than hunting, dogs. 
The poet Cowper’s dogs, for example, were called Mungo, Marquis, and Beau; 
Burns imagines his “aristocratic” dog with the name Caesar, while Frances 
Coventry dubs his fictional lap-dog “Pompey the Little” (Harwood 1928: 34, 
205, 206). It is instructive at this point to recall Lévi-Strauss’s reflections on 
the ambiguity underpinning the naming of French dogs: as “metonymical 
human beings,” included in human society yet lacking social autonomy, their 
names mimic those of “real” human beings while at the same time indicat- 
ing the bearers’ membership in another class altogether (Lévi-Strauss 1966: 
204-8). So too do these slave names. 

This is unintentionally illustrated — indeed it undermines the point he 
wishes to make — in John Stewart Mill’s argument for the denotative character 
of proper names: “Proper names are not connotative: they denote individuals 
who are called by them; but they do not indicate or imply any attributes as 
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belonging to these individuals. When we call a child Paul or a dog Caesar, 
these names are simply marks used to enable these individuals to be made 
subjects of discourse...” (Mill 1843, Book 1: 35; my italics). 

But slave names were connotative: put simply, these were names that indi- 
cated incomplete personhood. They connote slavishness. Operating in dis- 
course, they act as the equivalent of Hausa or Asante proverbial appellations: 
something that in their grandiosity or impoverishment, the slave must be 
made to “answer to.” 

And the slave himself was often aware of the implication. Thus the man who 
in 1789 chose to inscribe himself, in his self-authored “interesting narrative,” 
as “Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African” recalled just how he 
was made to answer to the name of a King of Sweden. Seized from his village 
to the east of the Niger as a small boy, shipped to Barbados, he was first 
named Michael on the ship that took him from there to Virginia, where he 
was renamed Jacob.'* After a few months he was sold again, to a British naval 
officer, one Captain Pascal: “While I was on board this ship, my captain and 
master named me Gustavus Vassa. I at that time began to understand him a 
little, and refused to be called so, and told him as well as I could that I would 
be called Jacob; but he said I should not, and still called me Gustavus; and 
when I refused to answer to my new name...it gained me many a cuff; so at 
length I submitted and was obliged to bear the present name, by which I have 
been known ever since” (Edwards 1967: 35-6). 

Equiano was baptized in 1759, “by my present name” (Edwards 1967:44), 
and in 1766 succeeded in buying his freedom. Active in the politics of abolition 
in London, his African name — or rather the neatly bipartite name by which, 
in the context of England, he chose to represent his African past — appears 
together with Gustavus Vassa on petitions and documents, alongside the dou- 
bled names of other Black Britons: Ottobah Cuguono, or John Stewart; Yahne 
Aelane, Joseph Sanders; Broughwar Jogensmel, Jasper Goree; Cojoh Ammere, 
George Williams (Shyllon 1977: 245-72): names that speak both to a powerful 
recuperative impulse and to the legal autonomy won with such difficulty by 
these individuals themselves. 

On the other side of the Atlantic however, in the context of plantation 
slavery, we find a very different situation. In the seventeenth-century British 
Caribbean, the historian Richard Dunn notes the “strange medley” of names 
that slaves bore. Some — roughly half — had names that evidently survived the 
Middle Passage, albeit often in mutilated or truncated form. Akan kradin — 
Cufee (Kofi), Quashee (Kwasi), Quasha (Akosua), and the rest — figure promi- 
nently, alongside names from other areas of Atlantic Africa. Then there were 
common English names, especially their diminutives: Jack, Robin, Doll, or 
Bess. Significantly, as the century wore on, Dunn notes an increase in names 
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that indicate a more violent unpersoning of the slave. There are grandiose 
classical names: Dido, Venus, Nero, and Scipio; but also pejorative names 
such as Monkey or Baboon, names or phrases that might give pleasure for the 
master to call out, such as “Hard Times” or — “a popular slave name among 
Cavalier planters’— Cromwell; and place names, such as London or Oxford 
(Dunn 1972: 252). Later research on Barbados (Handler and Jacoby 1996), 
Jamaica (Craton 1978), and Antigua (Gaspar 1985 ) confirms Dunn’s findings, 
though the salience of African names diminishes markedly by the end of the 
eighteenth century and varies somewhat across different islands. Significantly, 
here, as in North America and unlike England, names given to slaves overlap 
considerably with those given to the master’s useful beasts, cattle, or mules 
(Dunn 1972: 252; Craton 1978: 157; Puckett 1937: 490). If English slaves were 
demeaned as pets, slaves in the Americas were more brutally regarded as 
instruments of labor. 

Dunn asserts that slaves were named by plantation overseers. There is cer- 
tainly evidence, in some of the Jamaican material at least, of extreme forms of 
onomastic violence exercised by Caribbean masters over their slaves: masters, 
for example, who gave all slaves bought in a single “parcel” names begin- 
ning with the same letter — Raveface, Register, Rebus — as eighteenth-century 
Englishmen did for their litters of foxhounds (Craton 1978: 201-8; Thomas 
1983: 113) or names to call as an insult: Villain, Trash, Whore (Craton 1978: 
156). By the end of the eighteenth century, Burnard argues, even Akan kradin 
were conferred by masters rather than slaves as part of a roster of distinctive 
slave appellations. Certainly slaves that were baptized in the closing decades 
of slavery were quick to throw away their previous plantation names, Akan 
kradin, English diminutives and all, replacing them with bipartite Christian 
names and surnames in the style of their masters (Craton 1978: 157-9; Burnard 
2001 ). Yet research in colonial America makes it clear that while new slaves 
were named by their masters, slaves born into slavery there were named by 
other slaves, usually by their mothers. It is therefore important to distinguish, 
as in the Asante and Hausa cases, between newly bought slaves — whose radi- 
cal unpersoning is indicated by the control their masters exercised over their 
names — and the naming practices that developed in the plantations of the 
New World, where naming might more usefully be seen as a site of struggle 
rather than as a clear set of dominating practices. 


COLONIAL AMERICA AND THE ANTEBELLUM SOUTH 


It is impossible in a chapter of this length to do justice to the complexity 
of the American situation; but it is important to note how diverse the colo- 
nial and antebellum south was, and how this diversity necessarily shaped local 
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variations in naming practices. There are, for example, significant differences — 
in the provenance of African slaves, in the size of the slave population and the 
percentage of African-born, in local economic arrangements, in the class cul- 
tures of slave-owners — across the region.’® As in the Caribbean, a variable pro- 
portion of slaves — an estimated 15-20 percent for the Carolinas in the colonial 
period, for example (Inscoe 1983: 532), significantly less than that for Virginia — 
bear names of African origin. Muslim names, Akan kradin, and names from 
other regions of Africa also feature prominently in the advertisements for run- 
away slaves published in the newspapers of the southern states in the colonial 
and pre—Civil War period, although imposed names predominate. 

Indeed in these pitiless documents we can see something of the politics of 
the proper name that American slavery entailed. Here are Africans named, as 
in the Caribbean, Tom or Will, Peg or Jenny. Sampson is common, Cain not 
unusual, while women might be called Hester or Hannah. Predictably inter- 
twined with these are the grandiose classical names, including the ubiquitous 
Pompey. Others are named for places: Carolina, Boston, London, Yorkshire. 
Here are two “New Negroe Men” named Coleraine and Derry, neither of 
whom could, according to their master, speak any English, who fled from 
Alex Wylly’s plantation on the Savanna River in January 1765; here too the 
“stout seasoned fellow called Limerick” who fled, with Neptune, Bacchus, and 
Apollo, from Robert Bradley’s plantation at Pensacola in August 1768. And, as 
the advertisements attest, slaves were also often made to bear a second name, 
that of their masters, branded on their flesh, a name that ordered individuals 
not by the connections of kinship but by the laws of property. 

Many scholars emphasize the “survival” of African names in the New World, 
reading Jo as Kojo, Cato as Keta, even arguing that slaves themselves chose to 
name their children after British ports (Turner 1949; Dillard 1976; Inscoe 1983; 
Wood1974). Such arguments are unconvincing. Runaway slave advertisements 
are replete with descriptions of slaves who speak little or no English, their 
“country marks” on their faces, who have been made to answer to the towns 
of the British Isles, to the names of Roman emperors and the goddesses of 
the Greek pantheon, or to the months of the year — anything other than their 
“proper” names, while masters, even if they conferred “common” English 
names upon their slaves, systematically avoided those chosen for their own 
children (Inscoe 1983: 539). Consider, for example, the naming strategies of 
Lachlan M’Gillivray, whose own name, together with that of his kinsman 
William, appears with sinister regularity in the pages of the Savanna Georgia 
Gazette. In 1767 he reports the disappearance of “two new negroe men” from 
his Vale Royal plantation: one “of the Fallah [Fula] country, slim made, and 
calls himself GOLAGA, the name given him here ABEL; the other... of the 
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SUROGA country, calls himself ABBROM, the name given him here Bennet.” 
Six others — Jacob, Charles, Toney, Jamina, Belinda, and Hagar — make off 
in 1769. Seven years later, “Plato, his country name Kulemba, his country 
marks on his forehead” flees from the same plantation. In 1775, Monday and 
Sampson, then Quamie [Kwame] and two men both called Sambo escape, 
while slaves named May, July, October, November, Frost, and Abraham run 
from William MGillivray’s plantation on Hutchinson’s Island. Six years later 
“Edinburg, his country name Sula, of the Guinea country” does the same 
(Windley 1983: 22, 41, 55, 61-2, 86). 

It is too easy, as Herbert Gutman pointed out, to read the survival of 
African names in the record as “resistance” and European names as “domi- 
nation.” Some African names (most notably Sambo, Quashee [Kwasi], and 
Cuffy [Kofi] ) are clearly appropriated by slave-owners as slave names (Burnard 
2001 ) and indeed acquire pejorative overtones among Blacks as well as Whites. 
Equally, John Thornton has argued that a significant proportion of slaves 
from the Angolan region — who made up perhaps a quarter of all slaves 
shipped to North America — were quite likely already to possess Christian 
baptismal names (1993: 729-31). And slaves might, like Equiano, refuse one 
imposed name while choosing to hold fast to another, or operate under a series 
of names, more or less slippery, more or less permanent: “Run away last 
Thursday night, a NEW NEGROE BOY about 10 or 12 years of age, named 
EDINBURGH, though he some times calls himself Tom, and speaks little or 
no English” (Windley 1883:14); “Run away from Arthur Neil, Esq. And sup- 
posed to have taken the road to Georgia, where he had formerly been in gaol 
by the name of ISAAC... his name is now changed to Scipio, but commonly 
calls himself Tom...” (Windley 1983:15). 

Most importantly, as Gutman (1976) points out, slaves named children 
for kin, and especially for fathers and lateral kin, those relations most likely 
to be lost in the course of slave sales and transfers. Forbidden surnames, 
among themselves slaves sometimes chose to make use of the surnames of 
their masters — or, in many cases, the surname of an original master rather 
than a current one. In this fashion names externally imposed upon African 
arrivals became the names of those cherished among the country-born, to be 
remembered and — as Gutman clearly demonstrates — handed on, weapons 
in the struggle against the obliteration of kinship, genealogy, and history that 
the naming and branding practices of the master sought to achieve. 

At Abolition, slaves took surnames publicly en masse in recognition of their 
new legal and social status: names, of course, like Marable, with which I began 
this paper. Some chose the “great names” of American history: Washington, 
Jefferson, Jackson. Many chose the names of their masters, although it may 
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have been more important at the time that these were also the surnames moth- 
ers and fathers had chosen to distinguish themselves by.” Unlike the names 
that Hausa slaves chose on manumission — genuinely universal appellations — 
or the names through which those of slave descent were folded into everyday 
Asante structures of kinship and belonging, such names bore the inevitable 
trace of their injurious past. “When all is said and done, slaves and dogs are 
named by their masters,” wrote the Harlem activist Richard Moore, “free men 
name themselves” (1960: 73). But in this context, how can “free men” choose 
names that speak of freedom, not of property? What would constitute a name 
of one’s own, a “proper” name? 

Such difficulties — and one individual’s response to them — are well illus- 
trated in one of the boldest inscriptions of the self in African American 
literature: Frederick Douglass’s autobiography. Born a slave in Maryland in 
1818 on the plantation of one Captain Anthony, he was named Frederick 
Augustus Washington Bailey by and, in part, for his mother, Harriet Bailey, 
just as she herself bore the surname of her parents, Betsy and Isaac Bailey. 
“Stanley” was his disguise name in his escape to freedom. In New York, he 
initially used the name Johnson, but there were too many Johnsons, too lit- 
tle individuality in the name: so he asked the Black man with whom he was 
staying — himself named Johnson — to rename him, telling him “he must not 
take from me the name of “Frederick.” I must hold on to that, to preserve 
my identity” (Douglass 1999: 96). So Douglass, whose narrative — at least in 
the earliest editions — suggests a white father, a father to whose name he is 
not entitled and who is systematically written out of each subsequent edition 
of the autobiography to be replaced by the increasingly salient presence of 
his Black mother, is indeed named by a father of sorts, but one of his own 
choosing. 

Unlike Equiano and his associates, Douglass does not look to Africa for 
self-derivation. Re-naming does not return him to his “roots.” Indeed it 
slams the door on the past, on the painful question of the paternal name, and 
on the wish, in Toni Morrison’s memorable words, for “some ancestor, some 
lithe young man with onyx skin and legs as straight as corn stalks, who had 
a name that was real. A name that was not a joke, nor a disguise, nor a brand 
name” (Morisson 1977: 17-18). Rather Douglass chooses to look forward, to a 
self-fashioned American future. “Slavery does away with fathers,” he writes, 
“as it does away with families” (Douglass 1969: 51): and, it seems, with names 
too. Many African Americans seemed to agree with him. Not only did former 
slaves establish their legal identities under the names of white slave-owners, 
but the naming patterns of black and white Americans steadily converged in 
the decades after Abolition (Puckett 1937:478—82; Inscoe 1983: 553). 
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LOOKING FOR NAMES THAT ARE REAL 


Since the 1960s, however, this trend has reversed. Black parents now are much 
less likely than white to confer conventional popular names upon their chil- 
dren, and are much more likely to invent new names altogether (Black 1996; 
Lieberson 2000: 76-7, 203-5). Nor is this restless, inventive attention to the 
proper name confined to birth-names alone: by-names, nicknames, street 
names, conferred by others or proclaimed by the individual herself or him- 
self, all reflect a concern for the relationship between names and persons, a 
celebration of individual distinctiveness, an allusive play on multiple meanings 
and chains of signification: Sister Souljah, Notorious B.I.G., Doctor Dre. Such 
practices speak to enduring expressive traditions within African American 
culture. But it is also the case that the strengthening of African American rad- 
icalism in the 1960s and of movements associated with black consciousness not 
only publicly problematized the categories through which Black Americans 
were addressed but also the question of individual names and what they 
represented. Today, the variation between Black and White naming patterns 
is much greater than those between African Americans of different income 
levels (Lieberson 2000: 204-5); the difference they mark is that of race, not 
class. 

From the 1960s on, the Nation of Islam encouraged not only their members 
but many others to throw away their “slave names”: Malcolm Little (“Detroit 
Red”) became Malcolm X; Cassius Clay, Mohammad Ali; LeRoi Jones, Amiri 
Baraka."® Like the Muslim names taken by Hausa slaves upon emancipation, 
these names locate the individual within a global religious tradition in which 
differences of origin are, at the formal level, erased. By contrast Alex Haley’s 
Roots, televised in 1977 to mass audiences, celebrated the idea of an original 
African name retained and passed down, the name of the masculine ancestor 
through which placement ina prior history might be effected. It was a seductive 
idea, and the number of African-American genealogy sites on the Web bear 
witness to its power. Many others, however, chose to look directly to Africa, 
choosing names culled from Ancient Egypt, from kings, queens and warriors, 
or even tribal appellations: Yaa Asantewaa Nzingah, Afrika Bambaataa, Jello 
Biafra, Leonora Fulani, Molefi Asante. Today, books offering lists of “African 
American” and “African” names are there to guide new parents, or individuals 
wishing to find names of their own. 

Nominal innovation foregrounds the uniqueness of the individual so 
named. “Heritage” naming claims ownership of a particular past, in this case 
an African past. Since the middle 1980s, a growing number of African Amer- 
icans have chosen to explore connections to Africa in a more direct way, by 
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visiting the continent: many come to Ghana, and for most, the monumental 
slave castles, Elmina and Cape Coast, are a focal point of their time there, 
an opportunity “to stand,” as one visitor put it, “on the ground where our 
past began.” To read the names of African and African American visitors 
set down in the castles’ comments books is to read something of the com- 
plex onomastic history of the Black Atlantic, with all its tensions, its multiple 
inscriptions, its resonant echoes of connections lost and reclaimed. Here are 
a multiplicity of Ghanaian names, some Muslim, some evidently Ga, Ewe, or 
Akan, most neatly bipartite in the modern Ghanaian style, many combining 
Christian and traditional appellations - Comfort Boakye, Baffour Kwadwo, 
Kwaku Frimpong. And alongside these there are African American Barbaras, 
Beverlys, Michaels, Davids, Johnsons, Jacksons, and Lincolns, as well as the 
last traces of the “Coromantee” names from this coast that the enslaved took 
to the New World, modern versions of Akan kradin — a family called Cuffy, 
another called Cuffee. But here too are African Americans named Hashim, 
LaTasha, Asantewaa, and Kwame, with surnames such as Malik, Shabazz, Ade, 
Mirembe, Zulu. 

Others will acquire “African” names as part of their visit to Ghana. Such 
names might be conferred lightly, in conversations with acquaintances or tour 
guides — often the kradin that every Ghanaian knows and many Americans 
are pleased to receive, even though they may not use them in the future. For 
some, however, renaming is a formal part of “returning.” Naming ceremonies, 
staged as part of the biennial Panafest celebrations precisely to symbolize the 
renewed connection between Diaspora and Motherland, are now part of tour 
companies’ standard package in Ghana, performed around the hotel pool 
or on the beach and commemorated by certificates; but they can also be 
elaborate and costly events that replicate children’s naming ceremonies and 
attach individuals to particular local families. Such names then, do not only 
bring together the living and the dead, as the naming of children does: they 
make other bridges, between “those who stayed” and “those who went away.” 

Save on these relatively rare occasions, what African Americans carry back 
to the world from which they have come are not names that fold them into 
explicit sets of personal relations, names that — as they do for Ghanaians — 
entail obligations, conduce resemblance, and mark a particular relationship 
between past and present — but rather generic “African names,” heritage 
names, appellations for individualized American futures. In this sense such 
names are products of the very system from which their bearers wish to 
distinguish themselves. And what such names erase is any acknowledged 
relation to the specificities of the African American past, to the lives of 
those Toms, Venuses, and Cuffees whose names are inscribed in plantation 
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registers, advertisements for runaways or bills of sale. Such renaming seeks to 
transcend a painful history: but it also repudiates those very ancestors who 
struggled fiercely, within their circumscribed circumstances, to control what 
others would call them. 


CONCLUSION 


With some few notable exceptions, accounts of slavery generally treat the 
question of naming and renaming as a trivial aspect of the institution, if they 
mention it at all. What I have wanted to suggest in this paper is that the naming 
politics of slavery is a far from trivial matter: the violence done to the social 
identity of the slave, the radical unpersoning that the style of renaming entails, 
should be seen as part of what makes the institution possible. Central here 
is not simply the redescription of the enslaved individual, the erasure of his 
or her personal history, but also the performative iteration of that erasure in 
the ways in which slaves were addressed in the everyday contexts of their sub- 
jection. It is entirely unsurprising then, that nominal transformation should 
mark those situations in which slaves sought to challenge their subjection or 
recuperate some sense of personhood. And here the differences between the 
cases I have examined are instructive. In the Hausa case, it is the replacement 
of the slave name by a “book name” identical to those of free persons that ren- 
ders the slave a person like all others; in the Asante case, a process of nominal 
augmentation in which the descendents of slaves gradually, through acquiring 
the relationships characteristic of free persons, acquire similar names too. But 
in the case of Atlantic chattel slavery, the case is altogether less straightforward. 
There is Olaudah Equiano, returning to an African name, yet one always pub- 
licly presented in conjunction with the baptismal name that conferred upon 
him recognition as a legal person; there is Frederick Douglass, refusing the 
name that bound him to his mother and grandparents, resolutely seizing the 
opportunity to name himself, yet in so doing inscribing himself in the naming 
practices of his oppressors. And here are contemporary African Americans, 
naming for difference, taking the names — Muslim or eclectically African — 
that inscribe them in a history purified of the injuries of the slave past, yet 
pressed into the service of an individuated, self-fashioned future. In each case, 
it seems, the process of renaming, while evidently emancipatory, involves a 
relation to the repudiated name: it bears the trace of a history that can never 
entirely be lost. 

Re-membering, dis-remembering, being named by others in ways that 
humiliate or oppress, finding the name with which self-fashioning is pos- 
sible — all of these are of course not only African American concerns — indeed 


198 THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF NAMES AND NAMING 


one of the most striking things about the last 10 or 15 years has been the 
centrality of these issues across a whole range of national, ethnic, and sexual 
political agendas, in America and elsewhere. Such struggles have often been 
vehement, and bitter. They, like many of the onomastic strategies that I have 
been considering above, rest upon the assumption that real names are possible 
to find, clear distinctions may be drawn between healthy and poisonous names 
and that names can be straightforwardly in the possession of the named. Yet — 
and here I return to the two cases with which I began this chapter — repu- 
diation of poisoned names can never be simple. Because names must always 
be acknowledged by others, because they always involve recognition, because 
names always bear the burden of their histories, no one can ever name them- 
selves. The impossibility of this position is perhaps what gives the politics of 
identity its particular angry edge. Poisoned names make people sick; but I 
would agree with Butler (1997) that it is only through the acceptance of the 
complex entailments of how we are named and what we are called that it is 
possible to make names, and histories, our own. 
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Ntoro: spirit/semen. 

Nor does this exhaust the train of allusions associated with this name. I thank Tom 
McCaskie for sharing his knowledge of these matters with me. 

For a discussion of the African presence in the era of the slave trade see, inter alia, 
Hecht 1956, Shyllon 1977. 

English cows were commonly named for flowers or given descriptive names; while 
pairs of oxen were often named as a phrase: Crisp and Curly, Hare and Pheasant 
(Thomas 1983: 96). 

For a different view of Equiano’s history — and his names — see Caretta 1999. 
Interestingly, names first associated with slaves — Pompey or Quashie, for example — 
find their way into the lexicon of names for beasts of burden (Burnard 2001: 334) — 
a good example of the connotative drift of such appellations. 

For excellent accounts of this diversity and its implications, see, inter alia, Thornton 
1992 and Gomez 1998. 

Freed slaves in the colonial period took African names as surnames: names such as 
Quash (Kwasi) and Cuffy ( Kofi). But two-thirds of the slaves who mentioned the 
name of their owners in the Carolina records had taken it for their own (Inscoe 1983: 
534, 548-51). 

The practice established by the mysterious founder of the Nation of Islam, Master 
Farad, of replacing the convert’s “slave” name with a Muslim name was amended 
by Elijah Mohammed: new converts used an X to indicate the family name lost in 
slavery. Only after a period of dedicated service would God reveal the original Islamic 
name to the devout (Gardell 1996). 


The following chapter, the only one to focus explicitly on the politics of named 
places, builds on Hansen’s work in India to explore some of the complexities 
involved in recapturing, revitalizing, and reinventing urban spaces in post- 
apartheid South Africa — through the actions of Indian immigrants. As with 
Benson’s work, Hansen is in part exploring ways in which an injurious past is 
approached through inventive-but-ambiguously-successful practices of renaming 
the present. 
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Where Names Fall Short: Names as Performances in 
Contemporary Urban South Africa 


THOMAS BLOM HANSEN 


NAMING AND PUBLIC SPEECH IN CONTEMPORARY 
SOUTH AFRICA 


“Why can’t you just call yourself African Indians?” asked the then president- 
elect Thabo Mbeki in May 1999 at a meeting with self-styled community 
leaders drawn from the so-called “Indian community” in Durban. The meet- 
ing was held at a beachfront hotel a few weeks before the general elections in 
1999 and Mbekt’s entourage consisted of a high-powered group of ANC minis- 
ters and advisers, many of them of Indian origin. ANC leaders hoped that the 
meeting could provide a breakthrough among the economically important 
and resourceful Indians in the city, a group that largely had turned its back 
on the ANC since the early 1990s. 

After having listened to what his advisers dismissed as “perceptions, not 
rooted in facts,” Mbeki lost his patience with what he saw as a privileged 
group of people, wanting an unambiguous public recognition in the post- 
apartheid order but only as Indians. Mbeki continued: “Tf you called yourself 
African Indians it would make a major difference in how you are perceived. 
In this way you'd say to your fellow South Africans, ‘this is my country, I am 
an African first, but I am also an Indian because my forefathers came here to 
work.’ .... What is, after all, wrong with being an African?” 

Mbeki’s remarks were clearly informed by the broader project ofan “African 
Renaissance” which he has made his trademark through high-profile confer- 
ences and nebulous rhetoric. The remarks also sought to define the terms 
of incorporation of people of Indian origin into the new political order in 
South Africa. The imperative of putting “African” first signified the over rid- 
ing emphasis on autochthonous origin as a crucial defining feature of the 
true citizens of the new South Africa. The struggle against the illegitimacy 
of white, culturally alien minority rule and privilege meant that the powerful 
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anti-apartheid rhetoric constructed the true, sovereign people of South Africa 
as the black, autochthonous and poor majority. 

The Indians — a still widely and officially used apartheid category that 
defines heterogeneous groups of people originating in the Indian subcontinent 
(approximately 1.3 million people) as one single race group — are neither 
autochthonous, nor black, nor very poor. To make matters more complicated, 
Indians are generally skeptical about the post-apartheid order. The perception 
of Indians as “aliens” and unreliable has a long history among whites in 
South Africa and repatriation to India was attempted in various forms from 
the 1870s up to 1961 when the apartheid government finally granted Indians 
citizenship. 

Conservative African nationalism, such as that espoused by the Inkatha 
Freedom Party in the province of KwaZulu Natal has harbored similar hostility 
toward Indians. In spite of a history of political alliances between the African 
and Indian organizations and trade unions, everyday interactions between the 
two groups have never been intimate, or friendly. In 1949 and in 1985 the city 
saw major attacks by Africans on Indian areas. The violence left many dead, 
wounded and displaced. In February 1999, a stridently anti-Indian editorial in 
the largest Zulu daily Ilanga concluded with the sentence, “Blessed be the day 
when a new Idi Amin is born from the womb ofa Zulu woman.” Although the 
editor was severely reprimanded, the incident only added to the anxiety about 
Africans and fear of the future that is so dominant in the Indian townships in 
Durban. These fears were once again fuelled when the well-known “struggle- 
poet” and songwriter Mbongeni Ngema in May 2002 released a song called 
amaNdiya (Zulu for Indians) accusing Indians of being oppressors. 

Hostility to foreigners coming to South Africa has been on the increase since 
the mid-1990s but notions of autochthony are nowhere more strongly asserted 
than in KwaZulu Natal. The history and myths of the Zulu Kingdom, and 
the martial traditions of Zulu culture, have acquired ever more prominence 
in official rhetoric, museums, tourism promotion, and renaming of streets, 
institutions, and places since 1994. This policy of “Africanization” of the public 
culture of the city-spaces formerly dominated by whites has been pushed 
by both the ANC and the Inkatha Freedom Party that rule the province. 
Conceived as acts of symbolic de-colonization and predictably frowned upon 
by a dwindling white population in the city of Durban, the changes have been 
received with mixed feelings of anxiety and some incomprehension among 
Indians who remain the bulk of the effective urban population in the city, and 
the backbone of its skilled workforce and commercial life. 

In spite of the economic success of some Indian business people, and the 
substantial middle class, Indians have as a whole had great difficulties in 
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defining their own place within the wider South African society. The con- 
tinuing official ambivalence regarding “Indians” as a legitimate community, 
or category, has had deep and enduring effects in terms of how Indians have 
chosen to represent themselves in the wider public in the country. Indians in 
South Africa remain, in other words, “in suspension” — in a provisional and 
indeterminate space: with a history of forced removals, non-recognition, of 
economic success against many odds; of being at the mercy of powerful forces 
beyond their own control; with only a remote and at best sketchy idea of India 
asa cultural “Motherland”; and with an almost “nervous” relationship of inad- 
equacy vis-a-vis their own cultural practices — from language and religion, to 
food and cultural performances. This profound sense of provisionality man- 
ifests itself at many levels but this chapter will focus on practices of naming, 
using various ethnographic material to demonstrate how the performative 
power of naming of places, institutions, and monuments by the state affects 
the use and performative registers of place names, as well as personal names, 
in an Indian township in Durban. 

The central proposition of this paper is that the provisionality and the 
sense of unpredictable flux that pervades all aspects of life in contemporary 
post-apartheid South Africa illustrate the essentially illocutionary and per- 
formative dimensions of naming. In his anti-descriptivist theory of names, 
Saul Kripke separates the referent from the name. Instead he foregrounds 
the name as a designator that attributes meaning and identity to a (chang- 
ing) referent. A designator can be rigid “...if in every possible world it 
designates the same object,” or it can be more flexible and accidental (Kripke 
1980:48). A name neither reflects nor describes the essential identity and prop- 
erties ofan object. Ifit becomes a rigid designator, aname can attribute identity 
and impute properties to an object or an individual. Zizek pushes this point 
further and argues that the act of naming and the use of names essentially is 
an ongoing performative process through which the identity of objects and 
persons are established and stabilized because “it is the name itself, the signi- 
fier, which supports the identity of the object” (Zizek 1989:95). In keeping with 
the Lacanian notion of the “logic of the signifier’ ” 
placement between objects and their possible re-presentations introduced by 
language itself — the identity of the name with its “true” referent is foreclosed 
and impossible. This does not make names flimsy or non-consequential, but 
sites of powerful desires of authenticity and rigidity, that is, desires to make a 
name (of a place, person or thing) “rigid,” powerful, and famous enough to 
“hold” and hegemonize an entire field of meaning. 

Judith Butler has raised the question of how the right and authority to 
give names are constructed and gendered, how prohibitions on improper 
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use, or referents, are policed, and how the acts of what Kripke calls “initial 
baptism” (Kripke 1980:96) are performed. She usefully points to the instability 
and possibilities of subversion that are inherent in the everyday reiteration of 
names and the referential order that their usage can both affirm and undermine 
(Butler 1993 :208-17). 

In this context, the state occupies a central position in the authority to 
name, or to authorize the giving of personal names. Modern states demand 
that each individual is given a proper name by which it can be known, and 
its lineage, movements and “true” identity can be traced.’ The more precise 
rules concerning the use of first and second names, the right or obligation to 
carry certain patronyms or kinship markers differ a great deal within most 
societies, and the adjudication of such matters are not uncommonly, and 
indeed in contemporary South Africa, left to local communities, churches, 
or customary authorities. The attempt of the state to assert what Butler calls 
“sovereign performatives” is, however, much more pronounced and obvious 
in the naming of places, monuments, institutions and official categories. While 
Butler is referring to the way the state “actively produces the domain of publicly 
acceptable speech,” she usefully defines a “sovereign speech act” as an utterance 
modeled on the sovereign state, as a “speech act with the power to do what it 
says” (Butler 1997a:77). 

Official names ofa city, a square, or amonument, are designed to be not only 
rigid designators, but also performances of the sovereignty of the state. The 
popularity, actual use, and connotations of these “sovereign performatives” 
then become indexical of the authority of the state to not merely “do what it 
says” but also to make the designator — the name -— effectively designate, and 
thus authorize, a particular history, myth, or reference as more authentic than 
those it seeks to displace or erase.” 

First, I will demonstrate how the sense of provisionality and the contin- 
ued racial segmentation that pervades public culture in contemporary South 
Africa structure the endeavors to rename and re-signify various public spaces 
and entities. Race remains, however, a stable and well-known everyday refer- 
ent and a powerful metaphor that continues to give meaning to names, spaces, 
and practices. Within this pervasive logic, renaming becomes interpreted as 
acts of racial marking and appropriation of spaces and institutions. Attempts 
at renaming the city of Durban illustrates how the giving of new names, or 
re-signification of existing names, are deployed to edit historical memory. 

Second, I briefly explore the use of street names and names of localities in 
the large Indian township of Chatsworth in Durban. I show how the varying 
official names overlap, interchange, and are made meaningful in everyday 
practices. 
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Finally, I turn how the use of personal names and nicknames in Chatsworth 
is structured by the deep and enduring rift between charous (the working 
class populations of Indian origin in the townships) and the upwardly mobile 
people of Indian origin who insist on their “oriental” roots, on purification 
of religious practices, but also on integration into post-apartheid South 
Africa. On both sides of this division of class and culture, the use of multiple 
names and nicknames according to the spatial and racial context constitute 
an important, if always inadequate, attempt to cope with the sense of living 
in suspension and the feeling of lack of recognition that are central to the 
self-identification among Indians in South Africa. 


NAMING PLACES, CLAIMING SPACES 


South Africa has, since the nineteenth century, been characterized by a system 
of multiple or parallel names for cities and geographical entities. Most cities 
and towns received their “initial baptism” from either English or Afrikaans 
speaking colonists, while many rivers, mountains, and smaller towns in what 
was considered native areas (and later became quasi independent bantustans 
during the apartheid era) retained, or were officially given, names in local 
languages. The dominant colonial ideology, which remained the core of the 
apartheid project from 1948, emphasized the incommensurable differences 
between primitive African cultures and “European civilization.” Natives were 
not to be assimilated or “civilized” but should live in separate areas and in 
accordance with the cultural practices, language, and systems of rule of the 
“tribal community” they belonged to.3 South African society thus became 
organized as a hierarchical system of parallel physical, social, and linguistic 
worlds, a social organization that the apartheid regime codified and imple- 
mented in absurd detail.4 These parallel, and spatially separated worlds, 
were entirely organized around metaphors of race, blood, and the racially 
marked body that powerfully, and to this day, imposes itself upon metonymic 
chains of all sorts — from the most trivial and everyday twists of language, 
meanings of food, dress and, of course, the spelling and pronunciation of 
place names. It was widely accepted, if not actively encouraged, that Africans 
used “African” names for cities like Johannesburg (e.g., in isiZulu: Egoli; in 
seSotho: Kgauteng), or for mountain ranges like Drakensberg (e.g., in Xhosa: 
uKahlamba), or rivers like Umkomaas (isiZulu: Mkomazi), and so on. 

In practice, these African names were not used by everyone, and certainly 
less so by the relatively small groups of educated and upward mobile Africans 
who constantly had to prove their modernity through command of the 
English language and their behavior. The slang used by younger people in the 
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townships mixed English, Afrikaans, and words and names from African 
languages, particularly isiZulu, which around Johannesburg and Durban 
emerged as a township lingua franca. The use of pure African languages and 
place names was in the township often taken as a symptom of rustic innocence 
and backwardness, if not ethnic conservatism. The Soweto uprising in 1976 
started as a rejection of Afrikaans and demands for English as the language of 
instruction in township schools. In the following decades, the use of English 
and rejection of a specific ethnicity thus became central to the identification 
of the comrades, the ANC affiliated youth, in their protracted conflicts with 
police, and the conservative Zulu nationalism of the Inkatha movement. 

Since 1994, the ANC has promoted a highly ambitious language policy 
that recognizes no less than eleven official languages and makes teaching 
and instruction in these languages mandatory in schools if so demanded by 
parents. This reflects a certain indigenist turn within the ANC, which now 
promotes the vague notion of an “African Renaissance” as a solution to the 
many problems in the country. Given the preponderance of traditionalist Zulu 
politicians and intellectuals in public institutions in the province of KwaZulu 
Natal, it is hardly surprising that “Africanization” of the city of Durban has 
been high on the agenda for some time. 

Instead of plainly changing the name of the city proper to its supposedly 
traditional Zulu name eThekweni, it was decided to find a new name for 
the Unicity Council, the new administrative structure in charge of the entire 
Durban region. Mayor Obed Mlaba of the ANC decided to hold a public 
competition where proposals for new names could be submitted. “This was 
in keeping with the culture of consultation we hold so dear in the New South 
Africa,” said mayor Mlaba to a local newspaper.> The incoming suggestions 
ranged from Zulu expressions as Hlangabeza (“go out and meet”) to “Ricksha 
City” — referring to the rickshaws that were introduced by Indians a century 
ago and today are used for leisure rides at the beachfront and pulled by African 
men in Zulu warrior outfit — to “Gandela,” combining the names of Gandhi 
and Mandela. 

It was decided, however, to use the Zulu name and in December 2000 the 
eThekwini Metropolitan Unicity Council was established. This “sovereign 
performative” has subsequently been employed in two rather distinct ways 
in official rhetoric and publications. On the one hand, eThekwini is used to 
invoke cultural authenticity and history of the Zulu kingdom in the region. 
While praising the cultural diversity of the city as the “place where East meets 
West,” the official tourism homepage also pays homage to the Zulu heritage 
and claims that eThekwini means, “where the earth meets the ocean.”° The 
heritage industry around the Anglo-Zulu wars has a long history in a province 
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where the Zulu warrior for long has been celebrated as the epitome of the noble 
savage. The use of the name eThekwini thus makes a discreet gesture towards 
conservative opinion, and enables Durban to be metonymically incorporated 
into Zulu history and the old territory of the Zulu kings. 

This interpretation was challenged in a humorous vein by a group of artists 
who claimed that the area upon which Durban was built originally was called 
eThwekini, derived from the Zulu word ithweke (testicle). According to legend, 
the local amaQadi clan used the area as grazing for the king’s cattle and 
the king thought the bay looked like a bull’s testicle, hence the name. Thus 
alluding ironically to the strongly patriarchal structure of Zulu society, the 
artists argued that this name, nonetheless, captured both the fertility of the 
land and the many potentials within its diverse population.’ 

On the other hand, eThekwini also refers to an administrative structure that 
aims at turning Durban into “Africa’s most caring and livable city, where all 
citizens live in harmony” as the new council’s so-called Vision Statement reads. 
This imbues the name with different connotations, pointing to a new African 
modernity. Most of the official invocations of the new era of the eThekwini 
Council concern development, technological upgrading, foreign investment 
and the upgrading of the city to become a “world city” equaling its official 
“sister cities” — Chicago, Guangzhou, Rotterdam and Mumbai.' Interestingly, 
the promotion of the city abroad, or just beyond the province, happens in the 
name of Durban and ina globalized jargon of commercial-managerial English, 
where Zulu terms, or even references to the region’s history, are conspicuous 
by their absence. In keeping with the older system of parallel names, the name 
eThekwini seems primarily to be intended for purposes internal to a Zulu 
language community, while the name Durban continues to be used about the 
city in material or speech addressing a wider, and white, audience. 

However distant and inconsequential this managerial “new-speak” at first 
glance may seem to everyday life in the city, the new names and the various 
public performances of the Municipal Council have, nonetheless, become the 
object ofa good deal of cynical comments. Because of the strong linking of race, 
language, culture, and space in parallel worlds in South Africa, the metaphoric 
power of any expression or name in Zulu or any other “group” language is 
strongly reinforced. A Zulu word thus invokes the Zulu community in toto, if 
not the entire African world, almost as a bodily reality and a physical threat 
in the anxiety-ridden minds of non-African communities. Only English par- 
tially escapes this logic whereby any metonymic signification still refers to, 
and invokes, the metaphor of race and racially marked bodies. In Durban, 
English signifies whiteness but it also signifies education and modernity. In 
spite of being the scene of strong social distinctions and segmentations based 
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on accents,’ the English media and language form the only effective public 
medium between communities and racial groups in the city. Because Zulu 
terms and names always have been effectively excluded from this urban pub- 
lic sphere, the naming of the Municipal Council in isiZulu name made it a 
conspicuous “sovereign performance” symbolizing the arrival of a decidedly 
African order. 

In the Indian township of Chatsworth southwest of the city, the relationship 
with the municipal authorities has always been one of conflict and suspicion. 
The forced removal of Indians from the central parts of Durban in the 1960s was 
the culmination of decades of intense struggle between Indian organizations 
and the municipal authorities. Once relocated, Indians were forced to pay 
rates that were consistently higher than in white areas and long-drawn rate 
boycotts ensued. After 1994, rates were not lowered while public spending 
began to be diverted to deprived African areas. To many of my informants, 
this reduced flow of public resources only compounded the sense of being 
marginalized, of “sidelining.” To them the renaming and change of the council 
structures amounted to a “conquest” by the Africans, as an informant called 
it. It was a common view that the aim of the eThekwini Council simply was 
to incorporate the large African townships into the city and thus gain access 
to the city’s considerable public resources — taxes that informants believed 
were mostly paid by ordinary Indians. Many stories about the sudden and 
undeserved wealth of African politicians circulated in the township and only 
compounded the widespread racial anxieties and stereotypes vis-a-vis Africans 
as such. 

What surprised me the most, however, was the intensity with which the 
use of Zulu terms and names in the public was seen as no less than a theft of 
the city’s history. When renaming of several streets in Durban was debated in 
2001, my neighbor in the township was alarmed and angry. 

“How can they call West Street, or Grey Street something in Zulu? I have 
grown up there, and it does not belong to them. ... We Indians built this city 
while they were up in Zululand. Now they want everything but they don’t 
want to make an effort!” 

Another particularly revealing incident was a discussion I had with a group 
of Indian men in Chatsworth about a front-page story in a local newspaper 
where the mayor proclaimed that the new slogan of the city should be sharp 
zinto — which means “spot on.” The term sharp is an important term in 
African township slang, as it refers to an urban intelligence, a certain cunning 
and street-wise attitude. It is widely used, in Indian townships as well, but the 
connotations, especially along with zinto (“thing”), are unmistakably African. 
Several of the men objected to the mayor trying to imitate the tsotsi taal 
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(township gangster slang), which they thought, was not fitting for a man in 
his position. They did not mind Africans being in high positions if they were 
educated and knew how to behave, several of them agreed, but “they should 
know the difference between Umlazi (a big township) and the City Hall.” 
The resentment was clearly directed toward what the men called “cheeky” 
and “arrogant” Africans who wanted to dominate the public institutions, 
“speaking Zulu at the top of their voice” and using Zulu names. I pointed out 
that many Indians also say sharp and constantly use colloquial Indian terms. 
One of the men said: “Yes, but you will never hear an Indian use such words 
in public. We Indians always have to be very correct.” This public arena where 
Indians had to be restrained was neither the newspapers nor radio stations 
catering for Indians but what today is known as the “formerly white,” English. 

As the sentiments of these men bear witness to, the linking of language 
directly to race and the body testifies to how powerfully the metaphors of race 
still hold the field of possible meanings and metonymic slides. 


HE IS FROM UNIT 2, SO... 


The township of Chatsworth was created in the early 1960s as a flagship in 
the new spatial regime introduced with the Group Areas Act that were to 
permanently separate the residential areas of the country’s four racial groups. 
The idea of the Indian township as a buffer between white and black was put 
into practice, with the poorer Indians in council flats as the outer rim near 
the African township of Umlazi, and middle class Indians in independent 
houses next to the working-class white neighborhoods. The planning was 
thorough and detailed. Plots were reserved for places of worship, schools, 
shopping malls, and recreational facilities — however modestly proportioned 
compared to white areas — were laid out in accordance with the globally 
dominant planning ideas of the 1960s. 

The houses were constructed with nuclear families in mind and expansions 
of houses and plots were actively resisted by the city’s health authorities that 
true to the bio-political rationalities of the apartheid state were in charge of 
the Indian townships. The official attitude and policy of the 1960s was one 
of systematic westernization — encouraging nuclear families, conversions to 
Christianity, the use of English in schools and institutions, promotion of west- 
ern culture and dress to replace “eastern” ones, and so on.’° The design and 
naming practices in Chatsworth also reflected these highly authoritarian per- 
formances of state sovereignty. The area was named after an old Afrikaaner 
farm called Wellbedacht but it was decided that Chatsworth, with its clear 
English connotations, would be a more fitting name. Inside the township, 
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the logic of urban planners determined the names. The main thoroughfare 
was named Higginson Highway after the city’s chief planner and the area 
was divided into eleven units, each organized around a main road called 
o1 and a shopping mall and commercial area. In unit 7, for instance, the 
main road was 701 and the side streets 702, 703, and so on. None of the 
units were identical, however. Units 2, 3, and 5, for instance, had several areas 
designated for industrial activity and for so-called sub-economic housing 
estates. Unit 2 also had a substantial group of “Zanzibaris,” descendants 
of East African slaves who due to the fact that they were Muslim had been 
classified as “eastern” and thus placed in an Indian area, which further reduced 
its social respectability within local parameters." The predominantly middle 
class areas with independent houses as units 1, 6, and 9 were more suburban 
with large gardens, parks, and were placed adjacent to small nature reserves. 

As Chatsworth developed each unit acquired a more pronounced identity 
that unequivocally was associated with class, and to some extent religion. In 
the predominantly middle-class units, schools soon acquired a reputation for 
being of above average quality, elaborate Hindu temples and mosques were 
built on the basis of local donations, and cultural and religious associations 
flourished. The poorer units acquired a reputation for drug peddling and 
petty crime but also for drinking, fancy cars and street-smart youngsters. 
The various Pentecostalist churches, that for decades had established them- 
selves among poorer Indians, thrived in the new environment. To come from 
unit 2 or 3 thus signified that one was a charou, a “bad Indian,”” belonging 
to a rather westernized working-class culture which respectable Hindu and 
Muslim families found inappropriate and embarrassing. 

From the late 1970s official naming practices changed, as a new strategy of 
“self-governance” was adopted in the name of separate development. A sep- 
arate parliament, the House of Delegates (HoD) was created for Indians, and 
in 1984 it took charge of Indian education and cultural affairs. The teaching 
of Indian languages was offered at all Indian schools in South Africa, and 
the study of religion was broadened to include Islam and Hinduism. Cul- 
tural programs and events were sponsored and an Indian radio station with 
Indian news and entertainment (Radio Lotus) was opened. The aim of the 
administration was clearly to encourage and further develop a classicized, 
largely conservative “taste-culture” among educated Indians. This public was 
encouraged to look at itself as heirs to, and custodians of, a grand cultural 
tradition but also a unique Indian cultural identity in South Africa — modern, 
rational, and loyal to the South African state. 

The politicians who now administered Indian townships wanted to turn 
them into respectable Indian suburbs. Apart from the building of temples 
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and support for cultural institutions that were “properly Indian,” as Osman, a 
retired bureaucrat who served in the Indian administration, put it to me, the 
names of roads and places were also changed. The renaming of roads from a 
mere number to a more flowery or even poetic name, often with a distinctly 
English or at least Anglo-Saxon references, had already been started by the 
City Council. Roads were now given names like Florence Nightingale, Ocean 
View Drive, Marble Arch, Berryfield, or Statesman, Equality, Democrat or, on 
a lower key, names referring to flowers, mountain ranges, and so on. Reflecting 
their subordinate status, Indian politicians still had to get any name-change 
approved by the all-white City Council. This required a constant balancing 
act, as Osman said: “We had to be careful and not suggest too many Indian 
sounding names in one go. Instead we blended them in with more English 
names, and we also avoided those names for bigger roads. That was the only 
way we could do it.” 

Smaller roads now got names that referred to Indian names or places: 
Kasturdene referred to Gandhi’s wife Kasturba, Sandlewood, and Saffron 
Drive were anglicized but with subcontinental referents, while others referred 
more directly to districts and cities in India (Nagpur, Satara, Jullunder, etc.) 
or to mythological figures (Ramayan, Parvati, etc). The administration also 
succeeded in renaming entire units in an Indian vein (Kharwastan, or Shastri 
Park) but the majority of names were English in reference and style. 

The irony remains, of course, that most of these new, more suburban sound- 
ing names — even several decades later — mainly exist on maps and as postal 
addresses. Everyday mapping of movement, and zones of respectability, dan- 
ger, and appropriateness still employ the old unit and street numbers. Con- 
sistent use of the official names written on street signs is the unmistakable 
mark of an outsider, a semi-official discourse, or still worse, a crude display 
of snobbery if used by anyone from the township itself. Another mark of the 
insider and the charou jargon is the use of colloquial names like “Bangladesh” 
for the impoverished unit 3, “Zansi” for where the Zanzibaris live, whereas the 
unit baptized Arena Park only is known as “at Rajbansi’s house,” referring to 
the famous local political strongman Amichand Rajbansi’s residence.¥ The 
name Bangladesh, and the weekly flea market in the area as the “Bangladeshi 
market” is used by most people as a metonym of poverty and deprivation, 
rather than as a reference to South Asia, or to a Muslim country. 

The use of numbers, units, and colloquial names are basic signs of being an 
insider, or at least familiar with the social world and history of the township, 
including its more seamy sides and the working class/charou culture which 
still predominates. The widespread reluctance to use the official names has 
sometimes been interpreted as a form of low-key and everyday resistance to 
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the administration of the House of Delegates, which indeed was a contested 
institution. This seems, however, to be an over-interpretation of a rather 
unexceptional form of “plebeian” skepticism toward the imposition of what 
appeared as a superficial gloss of suburban respectability on the township. 
Many ordinary people in Chatsworth strongly identify with their neighbor- 
hood and unit as an ethnic and intimate space, a site of a strongly asserted 
insider-culture defined by accents, food, jokes, and, racial features, and a haven 
of relative physical safety. The strong metonymic links between race, language, 
culture, and place have also imbued this space with unequivocal racial con- 
notations. Fast-growing informal settlements of Africans in and around most 
Indian townships have, since 1994, produced a range of tensions and hostilities 
that revolve around a strong sense of entitlement to the township space and 
amenities. This use of several parallel names for the same locality, or place, 
fits seamlessly into older South African practices of multiple place names. 


CHAROUS AND OTHER INDIANS 


Four decades of “Indian” township life created a space of experience, predica- 
ment, and possibility that was shared by the middle class and the unemployed 
alike, by Hindus, Christian, and Muslims; by Tamil, Gujarati, and Hindi speak- 
ers. The social horizon of the ordinary person in township, his/her patterns 
of movement and spatial ordering of the cityscape in known and unknown 
areas, dangerous areas, desirable areas, etc. testify to the relative success of the 
apartheid state in regimenting the social and cultural life of the population 
along racial lines. One became an Indian because one lived an Indian life — 
went to Indian schools, shopped in Indian shops, went to Indian cinema halls, 
Indian beaches, and visited family in other parts of the country who also lived 
in enclaves designated for Indians. The charou culture was interior to this 
life, as an everyday form of life, a code one could switch back to, as a mode 
of being and speaking that was a part of the everyday experiences of most 
Indians, however morally ambiguous and even shameful it was in the eyes 
of those striving for respectability. Many ordinary Indians are embarrassed 
about this inner “truth” of the community — a truth very far removed from 
the classicized idea of the Indian espoused by the cultural and political leaders 
of the community. The charou register marks a zone of cultural intimacy, a 
zero-point from where cultural capital and respectability can be built and 
developed, but therefore also a register one can slip back into if not care- 
fully purging charou ways from one’s home and family. The embarrassment 
that always seems to accompany the charou culture remains intimately tied 
to an imagined external gaze always present in the performance of public 
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cultural practices. This amounts to what Zizek in his interpretation of Hegel 
calls a logic of “anticipatory identification”: the desire to perform the part one 
already has been assigned by powerful discourses (Zizek 1994:73—80). 

Seen from Chatsworth there are two powerful external gazes in which 
“Indian-ness” is performed. One is what is locally known as “white culture” — 
its languages of English and Afrikaans, the hierarchy of accents, styles of con- 
sumption, dress, forms of domesticity, styles of Christianity, and innumerable 
other fields where white — including global commercial trends and popular 
culture — remains the yardstick of public normality. The ideas of Indians 
and Indian culture among white people are generally vague and condescend- 
ing, often strongly “orientalist” in their assumptions about the overriding 
importance of religion and spirituality, the strong family life, the colorful and 
exotic customs, and so on. Many public representations of Indian-ness play 
on these expectations — the most conspicuous being the big Hare Krishna 
“Temple of Peace and Understanding” constructed right at the entrance to 
Chatsworth. 

The other powerful discourse that has framed the anticipatory identification 
among ordinary people in places like Chatsworth has been that of the Indian 
elite and middle classes, espousing and sponsoring a fairly rigid and purified 
version of religious and cultural practices. The most powerful elite section 
consists of traders from Gujarat, both Muslim and Hindu, who came to South 
Africa in the nineteenth century and for most of a century have provided 
cultural leadership. For the elite sections (unlike the descendant of indentured 
laborers) “diaspora” has a meaning; India appears as a cultural homeland, and 
collective representations of “Indian culture” in South Africa are matters of 
great pride and importance. The Indian elite strive to purify Hindu practices, 
to retain Indian vernaculars, and many community leaders are worried about 
increasing westernization and conversion to Christianity. 

Squeezed between these two powerful discourses one finds the ordinary 
Indian — the charou — whose language and practices inevitably appear less 
than perfect if not morally deficient. An almost chronically “nervous con- 
dition” has emerged around the meaning and forms of Hindu rituals in the 
township, torn between the comfort and intimacy of routinized rituals fol- 
lowed for generations, often differing from family to family, and, on the other 
hand, the incessant efforts of local cultural organization to refine and purify 
religious practices — and the consequent feeling among many Hindus that they 
were not quite right, or correct, in their practices. The length, ritual, music, 
and permissiveness at weddings are, for instance, a matter of intense dis- 
pute between those adhering to a more ornamentalist puranic (traditionalist) 
tendency, and those promoting more purist and strict Vedic rituals."4 
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As a reply to this nervous condition, some Hindu charou families apply 
various routines of self-purification, such as somewhat random periods of 
fasting which in practice means abstaining from meat and alcohol — some- 
thing my male informants saw as a major sacrifice (!), donations to local 
temples, irregular attendance of evening vernacular language classes, appreci- 
ation of classical music, and so on. In brief, they are emulating the high-status 
lifestyle of the Indian elite and middle class while trying to abandon, however 
reluctantly, the traditions and often-complicated religious rituals — mostly 
derived from innumerable lower caste traditions — handed down by the older 
generations. 

An increasing number of families, mostly the poor, have in the last decades 
tried to opt out of these structures of anticipation by turning to Christianity. 
The church communities appear considerably less constricting in terms of 
social practices and a good deal more comprehensible in terms of meanings 
of rituals, prayer etc. because they are performed in English. The Pentecostal- 
ist churches have since the 1960s experienced a steady growth in Chatsworth. 
Their combination of a promise of respectability, of healing, warmth and 
mutual support, and disavowal of the Hindu pantheon as the work of the 
devil, in favor of what in South Africa appears as a “normal” and more inter- 
national and modern religion has made the churches into the most spectac- 
ular phenomena in the townships in recent years. These mass conversions to 
Christianity and the concomitant classicization of Hindu and Muslim prac- 
tices have deepened the already marked divides along class, and, as we shall 
see in the final section, have had profound effects on the practices of naming 
and nicknaming. 


CLASS, CONVERSION, AND FLUID NAMES 


Derrida’s notion of naming as “originary violence,” referred to in the intro- 
duction to this volume, resonates in profound ways with the experiences of 
indentured laborers, mostly illiterate, as they arrived from India to Durban in 
the latter part of the nineteenth century. Although the laborers had been reg- 
istered upon departure from India, the authorities made a new registration as 
shiploads of people arrived in the harbor. Many of the laborers only held one 
name (as is still the practice among some South Indian communities) but the 
clerks taking down the names often misspelled them, and, as often, assigned 
a random surname to the first name in order to fit into Christian practices of 
personal naming.» The subsequent use of personal names and the plasticity 
and strategic changes of surnames among Indians in Natal form a complex 
story beyond the scope of this chapter. Suffice it to say that surnames became 
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more standardized than before, many people assumed caste names of inter- 
mediate or even higher castes (surnames as Naidoo, Pillay, and Govender 
(Gounder) became very common) while changes of name became much eas- 
ier and more accepted than would have been the case in the subcontinent. 
References to kinship ties had been broken off, or were at best opaque, and the 
customary references to caste and village made no sense in Natal. The existence 
“in suspension” in Natal where any direct reference to any “originary refer- 
ence” was foreclosed, thus spawned fluid and provisional practices of naming 
that easily embraced new trends and responded to outside pressures, but also 
produced a powerful quest for authenticity and purity in cultural practices. 

The most obvious pressure was from churches and Muslim preachers who 
from the late nineteenth century strove to convert predominantly lower caste 
laborers. While Muslim preachers like Soofie Saheb aimed at keeping Mus- 
lims within the fold,’® the churches made progress in spite of the language 
barrier. This was in no small measure because Christian Indians, baptized 
with anglicized names, often had easier access to education and employment 
opportunities in the civic administration. Conversion to Christianity was con- 
version to respectability and to “near-whiteness”, and the use of an English 
name was crucial to the performance of this status. 

It was only with the growth of Pentecostalist missions from the 1960s 
onward in the working-class neighborhoods of Chatsworth and other town- 
ships that English names became widespread as actual given names at baptism, 
and subsequently widely used in schools and streets. Unlike contemporary 
India, for instance, or many African communities at the time, the preferred 
names were not biblical but rather, names that resonated with white popular 
culture, or were prevalent in the white working-class environments that most 
Indians were close to at their work places. Names like Johnny, Steve, Alan, 
and Billy became popular among boys, while girls generally retained Indian 
names, although names like Donna, Orlean, Dorothy, and Daisy began to 
appear. Although anglicizing the boys’ names clearly reflected a desire to per- 
form a different and more westernized form of Indian-ness, the feminine and 
domestic sphere — always the heart of ethnicity and the scene of exercise of 
paternal power by otherwise emasculated and subordinated males — was to be 
kept as pure and traditional as possible. 

Indian surnames were generally retained because white pastors and local 
authorities were reluctant to allow Indians to abandon an obvious ethnic mark 
without which they, in principle, would be indistinguishable from whites 
in official and commercial interactions.” Only few Indians desired to erase 
their Indian name completely, partly because it was very difficult to “pass as 
whites,”"® and partly because of the social stigma this generated in the Indian 
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neighborhoods where they were compelled to live. The desire to have angli- 
cized first names was also motivated by the fact that most Indians anglicized 
and shortened their names in work places to pre-empt the often humiliat- 
ing nicknaming by white superiors of staff whose Indian names they refused 
to pronounce. The Tamil name Munasammi, for instance, became “Sammy,” 
which in turn became a generic nickname used by whites for any Indian waiter 
or worker. 

A system of double, or parallel, naming thus developed in the townships. 
Most Indian men and boys who were part of the charou/working-class culture 
were given, or invented for themselves, an English-sounding first name, or 
a cool-sounding nickname. Their more elaborate Indian name was mainly 
used in connection with official transactions with authorities, banks, and 
so on. However, the subordination of Indians as a “culturally alien” minor- 
ity effectively appended to a white but hegemonic minority — a colonialism 
within colonialism — profoundly structured the use of nicknames. The core 
of “Indian-ness” had historically been the home and practices of the body 
related to domestic space — food, fasting, religious ceremonies, and, the con- 
trol/protection of female bodies. The “outside” world of work and wider urban 
space was defined as male and anglicized. The position of Indians as “quasi- 
citizens” of Durban has always been critically dependent on their ability to 
communicate this wider world — linguistically and professionally — and the 
codes of public life and male peer groups in work places have been the sites 
of an idiomatic South African Indian English.’? Anglicized nicknames are 
thus public — in the street and in front of strangers — while officially regis- 
tered Indian names only are used in the most intimate situations, between 
man and wife or between parents and children. The uses of Indian names 
are also strongly gendered, and will most often be used by older women 
in families addressing younger generations. This is a sign of affection and 
intimacy but it also signifies a structure whereby older women are the keep- 
ers and custodians of Indian-ness — vernaculars, cooking, dress, and so on. 
Age plays a crucial role in terms of how men address and name themselves. 
Retirement and the status of grandfathers do in some cases mark a certain 
transition and “return” to the community, to religion, to family, and to tra- 
dition — and imply the use of Indian names. Most of the cultural and reli- 
gious organizations, temple committees, trusts, and the like in Chatsworth 
are run by older and retired men. In public addresses, letters, and meetings 
involving “the community” as such, these older men use their full Indian 
names, whereas their anglicized nicknames that grew out of male peer groups 
and a life-long working career still are used in informal interactions among 
them. 
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I only discovered that my longstanding friend Trevor actually had a Tamil 
name when he asked for my help to file an affidavit in connection with a court 
case in which he was involved. Trev, as he was called among friends, never 
used his Tamil name and he was just given it because, “you need to have some 
name,” as he said. When I asked him if he thought that was his real name, 
he said: “Trevor is my real name because that is how people know me. If you 
walked into our block and called for Tungasamy — and that is such an old 
fashioned name — people would just stare at you. They wouldn’t know who 
you were talking about. ...It is written on my ID but even my pay slip says 
Trevor. It is not that I want to be like a Christian or anything but Trevor IS my 
real name, I feel.” His neighborhood in unit 2 consisted mainly of rundown 
apartment blocks and many of his neighbors had converted to Christianity 
quite recently, but their English names had been used for as long as Trev could 
remember. 

Another acquaintance of mine, Billy, was only known as Badri, or Badri- 
nath, in his own household, which consisted of his wife, mother, and three 
daughters. A builder by profession, and with a weather-beaten face, he was 
known as Billy in his working life and among friends and neighbors. Inside 
his house he assumed a different role as the gentle patriarch, pampered as 
Badri by three generations of women. There was nothing secret, or unusual 
about it, as many of his friends who would call him Billy, also were known by 
their “proper” Indian name, if not among all relatives, then at least by their 
mothers and wives. 

A friend and informant worked as an attendant in a kombi taxi. He liked to 
be called Rocky. He was a Hindu and given the name Ramachandra which he 
found awful. “My name is too long, no-one can say it. It is also an old type of 
name and it was my Granny who wanted me to be called that... but people 
don’t like long names, they like them short and easy. It is better to shout, don’t 
you think?” he laughed. Somehow, the name “Rocky” did not really sit well 
with his frail physical appearance but he was quite proud of the name and 
tried to make up for it with a black leather jacket and big boots. I told him 
that in India he would simply be known as Ram. His reply did indeed confirm 
the power of anticipatory identification and the sheer insecurity about being 
Indian “Ram is a god, right, and I don’t want to be called something like that. 
It is also too....eh.... Indian in a way, you know, as if ’'m the type going to 
temples and all that. I go sometimes but, hey, what is the point in splashing 
‘Tam a Hindw’ all over, in that way. We get most of our customers in the 
city. Some are Indian but many are black or colored people and a white man 
sometimes. I like to joke with them. They call me Rocky and I don’t think 
they'd like Ram.” 
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Another informant was known as Yanks because of his characteristic drawl. 
Yanks, who was a Muslim, assured me that it was all about self-confidence: 
“You will see that it is all the Tamil people who are ashamed of their names 
and they don’t know their religion anymore. You will not find a Muslim who 
will call himself by an English name, not if he is a good believer and proud of 
being a Muslim. ... But then our Muslim names are shorter and easier to say 
for the witous (whites).” His own nickname was just for fun, he claimed, but 
it did fit seamlessly into the lively street culture and naming practices in unit 
2 where he lived. 

Nicknaming, or parallel naming, has also caught up among women in 
the township and here the class connotations are even more pronounced 
than among men. Women who are known as Donnie, Julie, Janice, or carry 
nicknames such as Lovely or Mumsy, are unequivocally identified as charous, 
whereas middle class girls almost without exception will have more classical 
Hindu or Muslim names. 

It is noteworthy that the use of anglicized first names almost invariably goes 
hand in hand with unmistakable charou accents of the township, whereas the 
insistence on classical Indian names among middle class and elite communi- 
ties go hand in hand with a determined purge of any trace of charou accents 
to appear cultured and respectable. The established model of social mobility 
among Hindus in Durban has for decades involved purification of domestic 
habits, an active interest in Indian and/or Western high culture, attempts to 
retrieve or learn Indian vernacular languages, and, after 1994, visits to India 
for spiritual or commercial purposes.”° This active “diasporization” of the 
more well-off Indians has reinforced the interest in “proper” Indian names 
and practices as well as a more determined distancing from the charou culture 
of the townships. Today, a large number of well-off Indians are leaving the 
townships in search of more secure surroundings, better schools and what 
is described as “better accents” in the formerly white areas. In these envi- 
ronments, nicknames are also widely used but almost invariably as abbrevi- 
ations of the “proper” Indian name, or derived from some habit or physical 
feature. 

Even more powerful dynamics of purification are played out among Mus- 
lims of Indian origin. Among the economically and culturally dominant 
Gujarati Muslims in Durban’s Indian worlds, the emphasis has in the recent 
decades been on disentangling Muslims from the wider category of “Indians” 
through adoption of a range of what is believed to be more correct and Ara- 
bized practices. The Overport area in Durban condenses many of the rifts and 
contradictions within the Muslim community in the city. An affluent area 
laid out by the apartheid planners as an Indian middle class location, it has 
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a mix of dense high-rise buildings with relatively spacious flats and indepen- 
dent bungalows, many of them large and extended to accommodate the joint 
families that are still rather common among Gujarati Muslim families. The 
area is a center of retailing in vegetables, Indian food, and building materials 
as well as the home of some of Durban’s most famous Indian restaurants and 
take-away joints. But it is also the uncontested center of the drug trade in the 
city; prostitution is hidden but extensive and the area was for decades a tradi- 
tional hunting ground for late-night revelers (white and Indian) in search of 
food, drugs, and entertainment. Today, Overport is also the hub of religious 
activities and has the biggest concentration of Gujarati Muslims anywhere in 
the country. Many of the institutions inspired by scripturalist and modernist 
Islam, and the global lay-movement Tablighi Jamaat are located here. Several 
new Muslim schools have opened in the area — all single-sex schools with a sub- 
stantial element of religious instruction on top of the national curriculum — 
and the area is also home to Radio Al-Ansar, a Muslim radio station that 
mainly broadcasts on religious and moral issues. Riaz Jamal, the manager of 
this small station based on voluntary activism, explained how the area has 
changed. 


Previously this area had a certain reputation because of all what happened in 
Sparks Road. Many of our people were given to all these empty pleasures of 
drugs and got into crime (...) there is no point in denying that drugs are a big 
problem in this community, it isa Muslim thing, if you know what I mean (...) 
It all happened because we lived under a system where we were not allowed to be 
proud of our religion and identity. In school we were taught about Christianity and 
that the white man was right. Although we had strong leaders in the community 
and were better off than our Hindu neighbors, the dignity of being Muslim was 
not there (....) but everything has changed the last 10-15 years and our scholars 
from the Tablighi Jamaat and the Jamiatul Ulema should be thanked for this. 
They have shown us the dignity of knowing Islam and to be a Muslim. Much 
of what we thought was right to do was just culture, superstition, even grave- 
worship (amongst the Soofie followers) that our forefathers brought with them 
from India. 


Within these dense networks of followers of the Tablighi Jamaat there was a 
strong sense of having discovered a new and purer from of life and of following 
a correct lifestyle that would help them navigate in the stormy and chaotic 
waters of the new South Africa. This new lifestyle implied a stronger separation 
of the sexes at home and in schools, a new emphasis on madrasah education 
for boys as well as girls, the reintroduction of the veil and headscarf among 
women and stronger control of women’s physical movements. Many adults 
were taking evening classes in Arabic, went to Mecca at frequent intervals, and 
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tried to simplify rituals, ceremonies, and weddings into more subdued and 
austere forms. 

Because of the high ideals of piety preached by the Tablighi preachers and 
the obvious inability to honor all the moral injunctions of the ulama, many 
Muslims in Overport have developed other, less demanding and more practi- 
cal ways to display their commitment to the new, non-Indian, Muslim identity 
that has become so widespread in what an informant wryly called “The Tab- 
lighi Republic of Overport.” One of the clearest examples is the increasing 
popularity of Arab-sounding names, a trend that also can be observed on the 
Indian subcontinent under the influence of labor migration to the Gulf States. 
Names like Riaz, Ebrahim, Omar, Khalil, Farhad, and even Osama (though 
spelled in this slightly anglicized way) are popular among boys, while girls are 
given names like Fatima or Zahra more often than was the case earlier. These 
names have been around for a long time but in the absence of a systematic 
survey it is still my clear impression from conversations with many people in 
Overport that this is a growing trend. Another increasingly popular strategy 
is to withdraw children, especially girls, from primary and secondary schools 
and instead enroll them in private Muslim schools. This happens as a result of 
misgivings not only about co-education, which was the norm in government 
schools for decades, but also misgivings about the large number of African 
children in most of the former Indian schools. Most parents see this change of 
the composition of schools as largely responsible for the disciplinary problems 
and strain on resources experienced in most government schools. There is also 
considerable social prestige in sending children to single-sex schools — which 
always were the norm in the formerly white elite schools in Durban and 
Johannesburg. Enrolling daughters in Muslim girls’ schools has the added 
element of religious prestige while sending a strong signal that the family 
is committed to conservative family values and protecting the modesty of 
the girl. 

The change of personal names or the use of several parallel names is by no 
means unique to Chatsworth or South Africa. But the performative, and thus 
transformative power of names, and of renaming or nicknaming, do indeed 
play a pivotal role in a situation of pervasive provisionality and indeterminate 
referential frameworks. The use of multiple and parallel names in Chatsworth 
(as in other townships) reflects the imperative of straddling several, often 
rather incommensurable, social fields (work, churches, leisure, government 
bureaucracy) in which one’s “original” name constantly falls short and requires 
a supplement. To be able to hold a name for oneself “in all possible worlds” as 
Kripke would have it, is in contemporary South Africa only possible for the 
powerful, or for the autochthon. 
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CONCLUSION: LIVING IN SUSPENSION AND THE 
INSTABILITY OF NAMES 


There are two main propositions in the foregoing chapter. First, that the search 
for stable references against which cultural practices, such as naming, can be 
measured and made meaningful is even more intense and more riddled by 
insecurities among Indians in South Africa today than was the case during 
the apartheid regime. This has to do with the fact that the spatialization of 
culture and race, and the inordinate power of racial metaphors, still dom- 
inates social practices and fix metonymic chains in the country, in spite of 
the fact that their anchoring in public symbols, or public discourse, have 
changed radically. Instead of separate development, public discourse is now 
driven by a desire for being part of an anglicized modernity, and by a desire 
to foreground autochthony as the basis of citizenship rights and entitlements 
(Comaroff and Comaroff 2005 ) —a move that in practice still grounds political 
rights and the nation in racially marked bodies. This has spawned a profound 
sense of anxiety and dislocation among many Indians and has contributed 
to the process whereby the erstwhile “community” — locked into apartheid 
townships — now splinter in many directions through conversion and purifi- 
cation of cultural and religious practices, driven by a search for authenticity 
and stable references. Zizek’s more general observation that identity ques- 
tions basically revolve around a doubt, and the puzzled question, “What do 
you see in me? Che vuoi?” (Zizek 1994:74), rings doubly true in the context 
of my material from Durban. Many Indians are trying to fathom what is 
expected from them, what to do and say in public, and, of course, what to call 
themselves in the new South Africa. The dynamics of naming can, in other 
words, not be disentangled from larger formations of identity, language, and 
entitlements. 

The second proposition is that the “sovereign performatives” of states and 
governments can be inordinately effective in conferring and stabilizing the 
identity, and thus the potential connotations, of entities like cities, or neighbor- 
hoods, roads, and personal names. But such performatives are only effective 
insofar as they are supported by successful transformations of local practices, 
that is, if they manage to capture and symbolize an aspiration that already 
exists. Bombay is today called Mumbai by most people because the name 
reflects the way the city’s name already was pronounced by a large section 
of its inhabitants. Durban will only become eThekwini the day most urban 
Zulu speakers stop using Durban and actually use the Zulu name. Chatsworth 
remains divided into units and street numbers because this was the space in 
which many poorer Indians experienced the transformation of Indian life 
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into a relatively safe, economically secure and anglicized community from the 
1960s onward. This remains the effective reference and origin of the township, 
which no attempts at renaming and upgrading in the 1980s have been able 
to turn into a suburb. This points to the power of sovereign performatives 
during the heyday of apartheid — and the excessive violence it rested upon — 
and to the impotence of the same state a few decades later. 

While asserting the essentially performative nature of names, both my 
propositions and the material presented above also suggest that performances 
of names in themselves will not necessarily have enduring transformative 
effects on their uses and connotations. Changes of names and transforming 
practices of personal names are driven by attempts to stabilize identities, by 
conversion, social aspiration, or the pragmatics of the labor market. These 
name changes, and their incessant performance, often do not have the desired 
effect of being recognized by a new name ~ as carrying a new identity, or a 
new set of entitlements. The story of the Indians in South Africa suggests that 
acts of naming often fail in overcoming, editing, or erasing existing identity 
markers — in casu the bodily marks of race and their multiple metonymic 
entanglements. This demonstrates, in turn, that however striking insights a 
performative theory of names can yield, its intrinsic emphasis on language 
itself makes its wider analytical usefulness vitally dependent on ethnographic 
detail and historical depth. 
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NOTES 


1. See for instance John Torpey’s analysis of “the legitimate means of mobility” through 
regimes of registration and control of individuals in France, Germany and Britain 
from the seventeenth century onward (Torpey 2000). 

2. Ihave explored the implications of official renaming procedures, the identity claims 
underlying it, and the political and cultural repercussions of the new name, in the 
context of the change of Bombay to Mumbai in 1995 (Hansen 20014). 

3. The separation of the white and African worlds in terms of physical space and culture 
was but an extension and refinement of the colonial system of indirect rule resting 
on the separation of the rural and “traditional” ruled by chiefs, and the urban and 
modern ruled through western law codes (Mamdani 1996). 
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For a recent and comprehensive study of the many diverse language practices in 
South Africa both before, during and after apartheid, see Mesthrie 2002. 

Sunday Times, 2nd December 2001. 

See www.tourism-kzn.org/durban 

Exhibition at the Durban Art Gallery, May 2001. 

See the municipality’s official homepage (www.durban.gov.za). 

The English-speaking world of Durban and the province as a whole is hierarchi- 
cally ordered in terms of accents from the “proper” English accents of the old Natal 
families toward still more “imperfect” forms of English spoken by Afrikaaner, Por- 
tuguese, Indian, and Colored communities. The Indian community is today de facto 
English speaking but still constitutes a separate linguistic world with its own lingo, 
expressions and meanings (see Mesthrie 1992). 

The efforts at westernising Indians had previously been pursued mainly by educators 
and church communities and it was only in the 1960s that it became a comprehensive 
official policy. The paternalist rhetoric and arguments invoked are richly documented 
in the official magazine with the rather telling name Fiat Lux. In this publication 
which between 1961 and 1990 was distributed free of charge to all Indian households 
that wanted it, government officials writing in a quasi-academic propaganda style 
“documented” the constant strides made toward imparting western civilisation to 
grateful Indian subjects. 

For the history of the Zanzibaris and their reclassification and resettlement in 
Chatsworth, see Seedat 1973. 

The term charou is a derogatory Afrikaans term for Indians that means “burned 
man.” Much like the “nigger,” it has been turned into an affectionate, funny, yet, 
ambivalent word that signals what Herzfeld (1997) calls “cultural intimacy” and 
cannot be freely used by non-Indians. 

Colloquial names have a much longer and politicised history among African com- 
munities in informal settlements or townships. These were named with reference to 
the liberation movements and given names as Angola, Lusaka (because ANC’s lead- 
ership was there), Tambo, Mandela and so on. In the informal African settlement in 
the Bottlebrush area at the edge of Chatsworth one finds names like Addis Abeba, 
Moscow, and even Jimmy Naidoo, an Indian ANC militant whose name never found 
its way into the Indian township. Many of these names are today made official, while 
most of the roads in the African townships retain the more traditional Zulu names 
given to them by the Kwa Zulu bantustan authorities during the apartheid era. 
This conflict is by no means unique to South Africa and owes much to the influence 
of the reformist movement Arya Samaj which in the 1920s dispatched a large number 
of missionaries from India to Fiji, Guyana, Trinidad, and South Africa in order to 
“salvage” the descendants of indentured labourers there from what Arya Samaj saw as 
meaningless traditions, customs and rituals. The confrontation between reformers 
and sanatanis (orthodox) which had been raging in India since the mid-nineteenth 
century was thus transferred and replayed among overseas communities. For the 
story of Arya Samaj in South Africa, including its efforts to stamp out the use of 
caste names, see Naidoo 1992. 

The indenture system in South Africa and the conditions of Indian labourers in 
Natal has been the subject of considerable interest among a range of South African 
historians (see Bhana 1991; Bhana and Brain (eds.) 1990; Henning 1993 ). Their doc- 
umentation of Indian suffering and exploitation for more than a century in Natal, 
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forms a vital resource in the efforts of Indian community leaders at demonstrating 
the legitimate place of Indians in post-apartheid South Africa. 

Soofie Saheb, whose tomb at Riverside in Durban is an important religious site 
in the city, was in the 1880s sent by the Chisti Sufi order in India to South Africa 
to consolidate the hold of Islam over indentured Muslims and their descendants. 
The descendants of Soofie Saheb are today the most popular figures among Urdu 
speaking Muslims in South Africa, while many of the economically and culturally 
dominant Gujarati Muslims predominantly are influenced by the Wahhabi inspired 
scripturalist Deobandi version of Islam, especially the quietist missionary movement 
Tablighi Jamaat. For a history of the latter, see Ahmad 1991; for an account of the 
trend in South Africa, see Tayob 1995. 

There were exceptions, such as a number of Indian families in Durban who bore 
the name Hansen. I realized that the families had been converted three generations 
ago by a Norwegian pastor Hansen who had encouraged them to adopt his very 
unexceptional Scandinavian surname! 

“To pass as white” was a strategy by which very light skinned people who were classi- 
fied as Coloreds or Indians gradually would build up their credentials as “whites” — 
names, schools attended, lifestyle, job — that eventually would allow them to apply for 
reclassification and, if successful, move to a white neighbourhood and live a “white” 
life. In spite of immense efforts, the boundaries between racial groups remained 
porous. 

The distinction between the inside, the community, and the outside, the wider world 
dominated by colonial culture was famously captured in Tagore’s notion of the “The 
home and the world” and has been creatively applied to the structure of colonial 
domination by Partha Chatterjee (1993 ). As is evident from my material in this paper, 
the boundary between the Indian home and the “white” world in South Africa has 
historically moved from the neighborhood into the most intimate relationships. 

I have dealt with these encounters with India in Hansen 2005. An abridged version 
was published in the South Asian journal Himal, December 2001. 


The potential of names for revealing and concealing explored by Hugh-Jones, 
Humphrey, and Benson is perhaps most centrally elaborated in this final chapter. 
In it, vom Bruck examines the implications of the fact that women in the last 
royal Yemeni dynasty historically have taken on men’s names. In interaction 
with certain categories of men, certain (royal) women’s female names had to be 
concealed like other parts of the body. Names camouflage rather than constitute 
the body. In contrast to Lambek’s discussion of deities who come into being by 
being named, vom Bruck argues that in this case, naming need not contribute to 
gendering female bodies. Nor does cross-gender naming here serve to destabilize 
feminine gender identity as argued more generally by Judith Butler. 
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Names as Bodily Signs 


GABRIELE VOM BRUCK 


“Can we understand two names without knowing whether they designate 
the same object or two different objects?” 


Wittgenstein 


Taher Ben Jelloun’s novel L’enfant de sable (1985) familiarized us with biological 
females who are given male names and brought up as boys. In the novel, after 
his wife gives birth to several girls, a man decides that regardless of one of the 
children’s anatomical features, it will grow up as a boy. The “boy,” Ahmad, has 
a faked circumcision ceremony arranged for him, and he marries a crippled 
girl. His “true” sex is revealed only after his death. Ben Jelloun describes the 
horrific scene when the corpse washers, on discovering that he is a “woman,” 
leave the house screaming. It is only then that Ahmad’s sisters find out that 
they never had a “brother.” The novel’s message is that gendering by way of 
calling people names was ultimately challenged on the man’s deathbed. 

I begin with Ben Jelloun’s novel because it alludes to the old question 
about the constitutive power of names, which has occupied philosophers 
such as Wittgenstein (1977, 1978). More recently, social scientists have raised 
questions about how subjects are brought into existence and classified through 
speech acts such as naming. For example, according to Bourdieu, the “act of 
naming [is] a specifically social judgment of attribution which assigns to 
the person involved everything that is inscribed in a social definition.” In a 
phrase reminiscent of Foucault’s analysis of the disciplinary technology of 
institutions, he describes naming as an “act of institution... of a particular 
kind: it signifiesto someone what his identity is, but in a way that both expresses 
it to him and imposes it on him by expressing it in front of everyone” (1992:121). 

It has been argued, furthermore, that besides helping to create the social 
person and functioning as a class insignia, names often assign a person to 
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a specific gender category. In spite of criticizing Bourdieu for assuming that 
performative utterances are only effective when they are spoken by holders 
of power who are entitled to exercise words as deeds, Judith Butler’s analysis 
of the conferral of a specific gender category is largely consonant with his 
(Butler 1997a:156). According to her, names produce bodies “that matter” and 
subjects come into being through being named.' Gendering occurs through 
compulsory citational practices, as when it is pronounced after a birth “It’s a 
girl!” The naming of the girl “initiates the process by which a certain ‘girling’ is 
compelled” and the girl is “brought into the domain of language and kinship 
through the interpellation of gender ... The naming is at once the setting ofa 
boundary, and also the repeated inculcation of a norm” (1993:7-8). If names 
are gender assignments, how do we conceive of women who carry both male 
and female names? If, as Bourdieu (1984:169-225; 1992:121) notes, the imprints 
of gender on the body are as profound as those of social class, and the act of 
naming is a means of informing someone “of what he is and what he must 
be,” then cross-gender naming would seem to be inherently problematic. 

The ontological specification of femininity and masculinity which is marked 
by appropriate naming is a common feature of both Western and Middle 
Eastern cultures. The example of hermaphrodites in both cultural uni- 
verses demonstrates the reluctance to tolerate gender ambiguity and gender- 
crossing. Sanders’s (1991) study of hermaphrodites in medieval Islamic law 
shows that jurists were concerned to place them into one or the other gen- 
der category.” “In this, medieval Muslims were closer to modern Americans 
than, say, to the ancient Greeks” (Sanders 1991:88). In respect of the Euro- 
American cultural model, her point is corroborated by the case of Herculine 
Barbin, a nineteenth-century French hermaphrodite whose history was ana- 
lyzed by Foucault (1980b). Barbin, categorized as “female” at birth, was legally 
required to change h/er sex to “male” and to wear men’s clothes after making 
confessions to doctors and priests. S/he also changed her name from Alexina 
to Herculine, a defiant act because the name is invented and has a feminine 
ending — perhaps an indication that Barbin resisted gender categorization. 

I should like to demonstrate that in a culture where gendered spheres tend 
to be clearly demarcated, cross-gender naming, rather than being perceived as 
improper category confusion, is practiced in order to maintain the religiously 
sanctioned moral universe. Women belonging to the last ruling dynasty of 
the Yemeni Imamate provide an example that bearing a gender-specific name 
does not necessarily require the person to act in conformity with the norms 
applying to that gender. Most of these women are still alive (the Imamate was 
overthrown in the mid-twentieth century), and the data presented here are 
mainly derived from conversations with them and their kin. In spite of the 
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common practice of giving names to persons in accordance with their gender, 
the women were bestowed with female names at birth and acquired male 
names later in life. The rationale for this naming practice is that those men 
who in theory must not see any part of a woman’s body also have to refrain 
from using her personal female name. A woman may only communicate 
freely with men who fall into the category of mahram (that is, men who are 
not potential marriage partners as defined in Islamic law).* Restrictions on 
women’s names are not based on religious prescriptions, but were a man to 
refer to one of these women by their female names, he would show lack of 
respect. Among the old elite, in particular, the use of women’s first names 
by non-mahram is still largely regarded as improper, but women no longer 
acquire male names.* 

Women’s names, like their bodies, are conceived as ‘aurah (that which is 
indecent to reveal). They have intrinsic potency like, for example, hair: think- 
ing them and uttering them may arouse illicit desire among non-mahram. Like 
the gaze, a woman’s name is a medium enabling contact with her through 
establishing a bodily image.® Women’s male names are defensive devices 
that are Supposed to protect them from men’s indecent interventions; they 
cover the ‘aurah (satr al-‘aurah). A perhaps far-fetched comparison might be 
made with functions of tattooing, which, like a name, produces bodily images 
according to the requirements of the social milieu. In his analysis of tattooing 
in Polynesia, Gell (1993 :34) conceives of tattooing as a “character armour which 
defends the social person.” Like a woman’s male name, tattooing protects the 
person and invests the body with new meanings (on the issue of protection, 
compare Humphrey and Iteanu, this volume). 

The notion of women’s personal names as ‘aurah indicates that camouflag- 
ing the female body might involve more than the all-familiar veiling prac- 
tices. Through veiling and naming the body cannot be sexualized by either 
the male gaze or utterance. Adopting a male name is a way of modifying 
the body, of reshaping it in conformity with certain status imperatives. In the 
case of Yemeni women of distinguished birth, carrying a male name identi- 
fies as it conceals: it marks out the bearer of the name as a member of the 
nobility while it disguises female bodily images. Because enunciating their 
female names is improper except in narrowly defined contexts of kinship, 
in other social domains the women cannot act as gendered persons in their 
own right.’ There are no such constraints after a woman’s demise. On death, 
gender difference ceases to be a moral concern. Women’s personal female 
names are inscribed on their tombstones and exposed to the public gaze. 
It is only on death that central features of their identity no longer need be 
curtailed. 


NAMES AS BODILY SIGNS 229 


The naming practice examined here presents a paradox. On the one hand, 
during the twentieth-century Imamate social etiquette centering on notions 
of woman as hurmah (being inviolable and sanctified) required women of the 
royal Household and some other noble houses to bear male names.° In prac- 
tice, the term highlights women’s vulnerability, and their need of protection 
and male guardianship. On the other hand, compliance with the require- 
ments of status honor increased women’s capacity to act as semi-autonomous 
agents. For example, women could engage in certain types of communica- 
tion, notably written correspondence, with men who were not their mahram. 
This did not imply a breach of sexual propriety because the communication 
occurred between persons who identifed themselves as male. Thus carrying 
male names sustained certain forms of female agency. The women’s adop- 
tion of another name which was (and is) to be used in domains that were 
not shared by social intimates never had the injurious effects of the double 
naming of people such as slaves (Benson, this volume). Even though it was in 
some sense imposed upon the women, double naming was not about “unper- 
soning” or the obliteration of kinship. On the contrary, it at once underscored 
their belonging to certain categories of male kin and the fact that they were not 
merely their extensions. Rather than producing rupture, it connected women 
with a world both inside and outside the sphere of kinship. 

By exploring naming in relation to ideas of the female body, agency, and 
ranking, the article attempts to focus on a subject which has been largely 
neglected in recent anthropological studies of “the body ” and “the person.” 
Although analyses of links between naming and status variation are com- 
monplace in the anthropology of the Middle East and beyond (e.g., Centlivres 
1972:100; Schimmel 1989; Eickelman 1998:181), hardly any attention has focused 
on the way interpretations of social practice are contingent on naming. My 
data exemplify the avoidance of names for purposes of displaying respect and 
distance. Similarly, Murphy (1964:1267) explains that Algerian Tuareg men 
veil before older affines whose names they avoid for reasons of shame and 
respect. With regard to the Algerian Kabyle, Bourdieu (1980:285-—6) deals with 
a different kind of name avoidance. He is concerned with names in the context 
of social and political contests within groups. Like kinship taxonomies, names 
are catégorémes, that is, “emblems” of the prestige and reputation of eminent 
groups as well as “indices of genealogical position.” A male infant must not 
carry the name ofa living relative because this would mean “resurrecting” him 
before he died. In spite of Bourdiew’s focus on bodies as social entities which 
are shaped through their engagement with the world and become inscribed 
with the marks of social class, he uses his data merely to elaborate on names 
as the contested symbolic capital of groups. 
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As I show, the assumption ofa universal congruity between elaborate gender 
hierarchies and gender-specific naming would be misleading. Neither can 
one suppose that gender-neutral naming is only a feature of cultures which 
display minimal gender differentiation. For example, among Alaskan Inupiat, 
hierarchy is informed by generation rather than gender. The same names may 
be given to and received from both men and women. Names themselves carry 
no gendered information, and the gendered marital division of labor is not 
reflected in names that are gendered (Bodenhorn 1988b:11-12,16; 1990:58— 
60,68; 2000). On the other hand, among people with more elaborate gender 
hierarchies such as the Indian Sikhs whose names are not gender-specific, a 
gendered division of labor is practiced and property is passed in the male line 
(Simeran Gell, personal communication). 

The Yemeni material also reveals naming as a process, a theme dealt with 
by several authors investigating the accumulation or loss of names during 
a person’s lifetime (e.g., Lévi-Strauss 1958). Watson’s (1986) work on rural 
Hong Kong is an important exploration of naming and name dropping in 
the course of women’s life cycles. Examining the relationship between gender, 
personhood, and naming, she shows that women fail to attain social adulthood 
like men because on marriage they lose their names. Adult women are referred 
to by kinship terms, teknonyms, or category terms. In contrast, throughout 
their life cycles men adopt marriage names, public nicknames, and “courtesy” 
names. 

Furthermore, as has been pointed out by Spencer (1961 ) and Bulliet (1978) 
with reference to Turkey, the Yemeni case demonstrates that naming patterns 
correlate with social and political currents (compare Hansen, this volume). 
Common Arabic first names such as Ahmad and ‘Ali lost popularity during 
the Young Turk Revolution against the Ottoman Empire in 1908, and were 
replaced with names of Turkish linguistic origin after the establishment of 
the republic in 1923. Neither these authors nor Peirce in her seminal study of 
The Imperial Harem (1993 ) take notice of Ottoman elite women’s male names. 
In both Turkey and Yemen, girls were no longer given male names after the 
downfall of the monarchies (Deniz Kandiyoti, personal communication). 

Considerations of the significance of naming for gender relations have for 
the most part been absent from Middle Eastern ethnographies. Historical 
and ethymological inquiries into the meanings of girls’ names and their pub- 
lic pronunciation have been made by authors such as Goitein (1978) and 
Najmabadi (1993). In his study of names carried by Jewish upper class girls 
in medieval Egypt, Goitein (1978:315-16) discovered that names bestowed on 
girls by their mothers conveyed ideas of ruling and overcoming (e.g., Sitt 
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al-‘Ama’im, “She who rules over the turbans”). The names often related to the 
social universe dominated by men (e.g., Muluk [kings]), but they could almost 
always be identified as female. Referring to the Constitutional Movement in 
2oth-century Iran, Najmabadi (1993:67) says that the formation of women’s 
associations which raised funds for the government meant that women acted 
as citizens rather than men’s protégées. Whereas in the beginning the women 
who had made donations were listed as daughter/wife of so-and-so, later their 
own names were registered. The author points out that “becoming named 
was another way of becoming a publicly recognized person, not as some other 
citizen’s daughter, sister, or wife.””° 

By virtue of carrying male names, the women of the former Yemeni ruling 
House have never been “nameless” in the public domain. On the contrary, 
the women’s male names which are used instead of kin terms of address 
highlight their individual personae. However, the constraints on the use of 
their female names raise questions about their relation to cultural notions of 
maleness and femaleness that require women to assume male names. How 
does regulatory cross-gender performance based on (self-)naming come to 
bear on institutionalized gender identity? What implications does the use 
of male names have for processes of self-identification? In what follows, I 
analyze specific names and titles as markers of privilege and one dimension 
of elite comportment which provides a key to the understanding of women’s 
activities at the royal court. One of the chapter’s objectives is to examine 
these data in the light of Butler’s claim that gender is the product of specific 
discursive practices like naming, and to consider whether cross-gender naming 
inevitably generates a “crossing, a transfer of gender” (Butler 1993:144) so that 
it is rendered unstable. I propose that through the use of cross-gender names 
Yemeni women have occupied masculine positions in relation to non-mahram 
without ever representing themselves as male agents. By assuming male names 
they have subjected themselves to culturally sanctioned rules of propriety, but 
doing so has enabled them to demarcate and identify their own sphere of 
praxis. 


THE ROYAL DYNASTY IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY 


The Yemeni Imamate was sanctioned by the Zaydi school of thought which 
is a branch of Shi‘a Islam. Zaydi teachings center on the spiritual and tempo- 
ral leadership of the Imams who during the period of the Yemeni Imamate 
(founded in the ninth/tenth century ap) were recruited from the House of 
the Prophet Muhammad. In spite of its turbulent history and short periods of 
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virtual absence, the Zaydi state lasted until the mid-20th-century. The rise of 
the Hamid al-Din dynasty began during the Ottoman occupation (1872-1918). 
After Independence in 1918, Imam Yahya Hamid al-Din, who adopted the title 
“king” when he started dealing with European powers, gained control over 
the whole country with the exception of the British Protectorate. After a brief 
interregnum period, he was succeeded by his eldest son Ahmad. In 1962, the 
year of his death, his son Muhammad al-Badr was ousted by revolutionary 
officers loyal to the Egyptian President Nasir after a short period of rule. In the 
same year a republic was proclaimed. With the exception of women who are 
not married to relatives, the Hamid al-Din who fled Yemen in the aftermath 
of the revolution have not been allowed to return to their country. Today they 
live in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Lebanon, Egypt, Britain, and the United States. 
During the Imamate the Zaydi nobility was made up of two major status 
categories. One, the Prophet’s putative descendants, who are locally referred to 
as sadah (sg. sayyid), immigrated to Yemen from different parts of the Middle 
East since the ninth century. As noted, by virtue of doctrinal requirements, 
the Imamate could only pass among the descendants of the Prophet. The 
other category, the qudah (sg. qadi), derive their status from their (or their 
forebears’) occupation as government-employed judges. Members of these 
social categories monopolized state offices and prestige positions. Power and 
authority of the elite were based primarily on their descent and their legal 
and religious knowledge. The majority of men who held senior posts in the 
government possessed landed wealth, which, however, was less significant 
as a marker of high status than the symbolic capital they possessed. Rulers 
and ‘ulama (religious scholars) at the top of the hierarchy were followed, in 
descending order, by the great merchants and people possessing literary skills 
down to those performing menial and polluting types of labor such as black- 
smithing. In spite of the tendency towards hereditary occupational succession, 
Weberian-style Geburtsstiinde (status groups defined by birth) were generally 
not congruous with occupational groups. There was internal ranking within 
both low and high status hereditary social categories. For example, among 
the (male) members of the House of the Prophet standards of education 
were highly varied, and they were found in a wide range of occupations. 


NAMING AND FORMS OF ADDRESS AMONG THE OLD ELITE 


Patronymics 


From birth onwards, both men and women are members of “houses” (bayt, pl. 
buyut), patronymic descent categories of varying size. The larger ones include 
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up to 30,000 people. All members are equally related to the founder of the house 
they belong to and whose patronymic they carry. Women maintain member- 
ship of their natal houses throughout their lives, but on contracting a mar- 
riage and particularly through producing children, a woman becomes closely 
affiliated with the house of her spouse. Yemeni women are not required to 
relinquish their patronymics on marriage. Thus, in the Imamate, Yemeni elite 
women’s appropriate demeanor involved situational name changing, but their 
social identity was not determined by the adoption of another patronymic 
on entering a conjugal relationship. Butler’s argument that women’s renun- 
ciation of their patronymics in marriage at once indicates their alienation 
from themselves and produces the “illusory permanence through a contin- 
uing patrilineality” is valid only for Christian-dominated countries, many 
of which have changed the law in recent decades. According to the author, 
“for women, then, propriety is achieved through having a changeable name, 
through the exchange of names, which means that the name is never perma- 
nent, and that the identity secured through the name is always dependent 
on the social exigencies of paternity and marriage. Expropriation is thus the 
condition of identity for women” (1993:153; see 215-16). On rare occasions 
Yemeni men change their wives’ personal names, bestowing them with names 
which indicate the personal qualities they attribute to them.” Sometimes the 
women’s friends and relations adopt these names, but the names the women 
were given at birth are recorded in legal documents. 

The patronymics, certain personal names, and titles held by the Yemeni elite 
were components ofa specific lifestyle cultivated by them which formed a dis- 
tinctive part of their social reproduction. Like other people, they chose their 
names by drawing on the repertoire of religious knowledge that had accumu- 
lated over the centuries, but they attached different meanings to this practice. 
Rather than merely enunciating their identity as Muslims, the patronymics, 
personal names, and titles carried by the nobility highlighted their kinship 
with prominent religious authorities and their special relation to religious 
knowledge which they transmitted, interpreted, and legislated. The most gen- 
eral identification of both men and women, regardless of whether they have 
entered into a conjugal relationship, is their patronymic (e.g., ibn or bint 
al-Daylami; a descendant of Bayt al-Daylami). The patronymics of the elite, 
which are rooted in the Muslim tradition (e.g., al-Mutawakkil, al-Mu’ayyad, 
al-Mahdi), were institutions in their own right. According to Endress 
(1982:175), in the Muslim Middle East hereditary surnames which are borne by 
all descendants of a particular family have appeared only recently. In Yemen 
such names have been held at least since medieval times. Renowned houses 
such as Bayt al-Shami and Bayt al-Wazir were founded respectively in the 
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twelfth and thirteenth centuries ap Thus in Yemen, the emergence of inher- 
ited patronymics was not the final step in establishing the preconditions of 
modern statecraft as argued by Scott (1998:65). These names were carried only 
by a small elite and hardly served to consolidate state control. 


Personal names 


Whereas reference to the patronymics of both men and women is not 
restricted, women’s personal names must not be used by, or in the presence 
of, non-mahram. When one meets a woman for the first time, she usually 
identifies herself as the “wife of so-and-so” (mar’at fulan /zawjat fulan), or as 
a member of bayt fulan (the house of... ). With the exception of the name 
of the Prophet’s daughter Fatima, women’s names rarely appear on genealog- 
ical charts. The absence of women’s names on the charts is linked to the 
determination of social identity through patrilineal descent rather than to 
considerations of propriety. However, women’s names usually appear in wills 
and other documents related to shari ‘ah issues.’* Documents are usually kept 
by the family, and according to Zaydi law the qadi (judge) who adminis- 
ters these documents is also entitled to see a woman’s face.'? The women’s 
fathers entered the dates of birth and the personal names of both girls and 
boys on the first blank pages of the Qur’an, a precious personal belonging 
which is hardly ever taken outside the house.'* These entries included wishes 
(du‘a’) for the child’s moral conduct. God was invoked to “give boys the honor 
of ‘ilm (knowledge)” and to guide their girls to become virtuous women 
(al-qanitat). People’s names have been put down in genealogical records and 
other documents for centuries, but until recently their births and deaths were 
not officially registered in the northern parts of the country. 

The avoidance of women’s personal names is most strictly adhered to among 
the learned families (buyut al-‘ilm),> although today professional women 
declare their names. For example, a dentist set up her surgery next to the house 
where her father grew up in an extended family. The names of other female 
members of the house are not disclosed to non- mahram, but the dentist’s name 
is written on a large board in front of the surgery. In farming communities 
in the northern parts of the country, women’s names are usually known by 
everyone, but people tend to be reluctant to inform strangers about them. 
Exasperated official census takers who travel around the country claim that 
they are given incorrect information about both the number and names of 
female household members. In San‘a, at laundries and surgeries, women often 
register the names of their male kin rather than their own. Once I was standing 
in a queue waiting to pay my electricity bill. Most of those waiting were men. 
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When an elderly, humble-looking woman joined the queue, one of the men 
in front asked her to come forward. He wanted to spare her the discomfort of 
being surrounded bya crowd of men. Having enjoyed the privilege of jumping 
the queue, she registered her name as ‘Abdullah Hasan, which was presumably 
her father’s or brother’s name.'® 


Honorifics and titles 


There is a repertoire of terms of address that confer honor and respect on men 
who carry names of venerated Muslim figures. Men often use honorifics when 
addressing others they consider to be either their equals or of higher status. 
Honorifics are used in place of personal names with distinguished religious 
connotations (Jamal al-Din [“the beauty of religion” for ‘Ali; Sharaf al-Din 
[“the honor/dignity of religion” ] for al-Husayn and al-Hasan; al-‘Alam [“the 
flag of religion” ] for al-Qasim).” 

Prior to the 1962 revolution and even occasionally today, the sadah were 
addressed by the title sidi (my lord/master) which signified their status (and 
often office) based on descent and knowledge. Unlike honorifics which also 
indicate the speaker’s respect for the addressee, titles such as sidi and qadi were 
hereditary. Non-sadah used sidias a form of address for all sadah regardless of 
other non-hereditary status criteria. The female equivalent for sidi is sitti (my 
lady). Occasionally respect for wives (and other older female kin) is expressed 
by addressing them as sitti wa ‘ayni (“my lady and my eye”), and mothers are 
referred to as maulati (my lady)." 


Women’s male names 


During the rule of the Hamid al-Din dynasty, the female kin of the Imams and 
a few other eminent sayyid and qadi houses carried male names and titles.” 
The names had connotations of honor and were used especially to address 
women of high reputation. According to several members of these houses, 
this naming practice was introduced to Yemen by Ahmad Basha, the Yemeni 
governor of Ta‘izz during the second Ottoman occupation (1872-1918). Basha 
was originally a member of Bayt al-Mutawakkil, a distinguished Zaydi sayyid 
house, and was granted the honorary title pasha for his merits for the empire 
by Sultan ‘Abdulhamid II (1876-1909).*° Al-Mujahid’s (1997:293) history of 
the city of Ta‘izz mentions women’s male names during the Hamid al-Din 
era. Studies of famous Yemeni women, among them scholars, poets, and 
wives of kings, suggest that male names were not used in previous centuries 
(al-Hibshi 1988).** Women of the Rasulid dynasty, which ruled Yemen from 
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1229 to 1454, carried titles like al-hurrah (free woman) and al-jihah (place) 
which accompanied their proper names. The name of the eunuch who was in 
charge of the women’s household was attached to their names. For example, 
Jihat Fatin, the daughter of Sultan al-Mu’ayyad Dawud (reigned 1297-1322), 
whose first name was Ma’ al-Sama’ (“water from heaven”), was called after 
her eunuch Kamal al-Din Fatin (Sadek 1993 :15—6). It is likely that these names 
were used because the eunuchs acted as the women’s representatives. 

When Yemeni women began to carry male names, the Imams’ subjects 
were aware of each woman’s personal male name and her relationship with 
the ruler. By using their male names, both commoners and high-ranking men 
could make these women the subjects of their conversations and communicate 
with them without invading their privacy (compare al-Mujahid 1997:293). 
Their female names were used only by a few close kin. However, because 
their first names were known to other women, they were not highly guarded 
secrets. Non-mahram were neither to have knowledge of these names nor 
to pronounce them, but they were able to obtain this knowledge from their 
wives or sisters. Women used their male names when communicating with 
non-mahram, among them civil servants and service personnel, a subject I 
will turn to later. 

Usually a child’s father or both parents choose a name soon after a child’s 
birth in accordance with the child’s gender. Among the buyut al-‘ilm, girls’ 
names might be used by anyone until they are about to come of age, yet most 
people choose to refrain from using their names at all. Some girls belonging to 
the royal Household were bestowed with a male name by their parents in early 
childhood. A woman, now in her sixties, remembered carrying her male name 
since the age of six. However, most women chose their male names themselves 
about the time when they began covering their faces between the age of nine 
and thirteen, or when they got married.” Adopting male names seemed only 
appropriate to them because their female kin also carried them. The reason 
for acquiring these names was not explained to the girls. The women were 
eager to carry male names and to veil because both practices indicated that 
they were either approaching adulthood or that they had already reached it. 
These findings bring us back to the issue of self-naming already discussed by 
Benson and by Lambek in this volume: a practice which was socially induced — 
to the point of being obligatory — and powerful in that it is enabling. 

The women were addressed by the title sidi, but honorifics such as Sayf 
al-Islam (“sword of Islam”) were reserved for the Imams’ sons and broth- 
ers. Imam Yahya’s daughter Amat al-Khaliq called herself Sidi Hamid al- 
Din, adopting her patronymic as her personal male name. Another of Imam 
Yahya’s daughters, Amat al-Rahman, was married to a governor (‘amil) called 
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‘Abd al-Quddus al-Wazir. She and her husband agreed that she would call 
herself Muhammad al-Wazir. Their second son was also named Muhammad. 
When he came of age, she changed her name from Muhammad to Ahmad. 
She did not name herself “after” any of her relatives; she chose these names 
because they were “basit” (simple, uncomplicated). In 1948 her father was 
assassinated in an uprising led by the kin of her late husband. Her husband’s 
brother became the new Imam until her brother Ahmad besieged the capital 
and took power, thus continuing the reign of the Hamid al-Din. Subsequently 
Amat al-Rahman chose to abandon the male name she had carried and called 
herself ‘Abd al-Wali b. al-Imam (‘Abd al-Wali, son of the Imam). Her female 
name has been used only by her father, her husband, and her siblings. Her 
descendants and their spouses, both male and female, refer to her by her title 
and male name. For example, her grandson refers to her in this manner whilst 
talking to her sister-in-law. 

One of Amat al-Rahman’s sisters, Umm Hani, who was married to ‘Abd 
al-Rahman b. Husayn al-Shami, a scholar, called herself ‘Abdullah al-Shami. 
The eldest of Imam Yahya’s six daughters, Amat Allah, who was married 
to ‘Abd al-Rahman’s brother ‘Ali, a scholar and judge, called herself Ahmad 
b. ‘Ali al-Shami. After her husband’s death she continued to be addressed 
by this name in correspondence or by the guards who carried messages for 
her. Her close kin called her Ummi Amat Allah but she was also referred to 
as Ummi Imamiyyah (Grandma Imam) by third-generation relatives. Elderly 
women are addressed as ummi (mother) or ‘ammah (paternal aunt) by juniors 
(children, grandchildren, servants) as a matter of respect and affection. The 
name Ummi Imamiyyah is a product of children’s imaginative constructions. 
When a young child had difficulty in pronouncing her name Ummi Amat 
Allah, he called her Ummi Imamiyyah, a name which was adopted by many of 
her kin. Thus children invent names, which later become institutionalized. The 
name Ummi Imamiyyah gives evidence of how terms that designate political 
offices (the Imam) and senior female kin (ummi) are blurred and fused into 
new categories. The adjective imamiyyah is never used because the Imams were 
always male, but the children have feminized the title of the Imam in order to 
make it commensurate with their familiar system of kinship terminologies.” 
Thus, occasionally women who carry male names become a source of category 
confusion for small children who have acquired linguistic categories in order 
to distinguish between male and female humans. 

Some of the women’s female kin and friends have become so familiar with 
their male names and titles that they use them routinely when communicating 
with them or speaking about them at their afternoon gatherings (tafritah). 
In some cases these names are used by everyone except the women’s spouses, 
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parents, and children. I also heard women referring to their female friends by 
their male names in the presence of their sons; one woman used her mother- 
in-law’s male name while talking to other women. Once Amat al-Rahman 
placed a little package on the table and told her son that it contained medicine 
which had to be sent to ‘Abd al-Bari. Turning to me, her son explained in 
English “You see, she refers to Hajjah Fatima (her female friend) by her male 
name” — an effort at propriety that he perhaps thought obsolete. Nowadays 
the women’s more remote kin tend to address them by their male names only 
in written communication and in the company of non-mahram. Consider 
the example of Imam Yahya’s daughter Amat al-Khaliq who carries the male 
name Hamid al-Din. In recent years she has been referred to by her kin as 
‘ammat Amat al-Khaliq (aunt Amat al-Khaliq) rather than by her male name. 
In writing, however, she is addressed by her female kin reference term (mother) 
and her male and female titles Sayyadati al-walidah sidi Hamid al-Din bint 
al-Imam Yahya (“My honorable mother, my lord Hamid al-Din, daughter of 
Imam Yahya”).*4 Most women have been disinclined to abandon their male 
names, possibly as a way of resisting the character assassination of their family 
by the republican media. Bearing these names are modes of self-assertion and 
of overcoming the experience of being uprooted in a world in which most 
of what they treasured has been lost. Just as aristocratic houses elsewhere in 
the world uphold their titles long after their displacement, adhering to these 
names is a way of retaining a status presently denied to them. 


WRITING, MORALITY, AND AGENCY 


During the Imamate the women’s communication with male individuals out- 
side the palace occurred in the form of writing. This practice enabled the 
women to exercise authority and influence without employing male inter- 
mediaries. The women’s communication with non-mahram was rendered 
possible through the modification of bodily signs and the views their male 
kin held towards women’s writing. Other forms of physical interaction with 
non-mahram, for example speaking to them while being veiled, were inap- 
propriate. This is the reason why women’s phone messages refer to their male 
names but are spoken by a man. 

In order to maintain their “good names,” elite houses had to comply with 
religiously sanctioned precepts. However, understandings of what was morally 
binding differed both within the society at large and among the elite. Women’s 
writing is one such example. Girls of the elite were usually taught how to pray 
and to read the Qur’an, and some continued to study with their kin or spouses. 
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Some were not taught how to write lest they would exchange letters with men 
and enter unsolicited relationships. The women’s kin were also concerned 
that literacy would allow women more scrutiny and lead them to be more 
argumentative, a trait that might repel potential suitors. However, unlike many 
of his contemporaries, Imam Ahmad was neither worried that the women of 
the royal household would put their literary skills to immoral purposes nor 
that they were vulnerable to allegations of impropriety. For the instruction of 
his daughters and female kin, women teachers where brought from Shaharah, 
a mountainous enclave renowned for its long tradition of scholarship.”° In 
1950, shortly after coming to power, he hired Palestinian women teachers and 
opened the first school for girls. 

Women of the royal Household were routinely asked by the Imams’ male 
and female subjects to help solve their problems and to act as intermedi- 
aries between them and the holders of power.” In cases like these, they were 
addressed by their male names. Among non-elite women this form of address 
was an expression of respect and a recognition of their own social distance to 
the nobility. The women’s male names were also used by men who lived at 
the palace such as soldiers and guards, who delivered messages and accom- 
panied them outdoors. Women veiled from these men and usually did not 
talk to them. Under age males, among them child hostages (sg. rahinah)** 
and houseboys who ran errands (sg. duwaydar), could communicate freely 
with the women. Some women put their finger in their mouths when talking 
to these individuals in order to modify their voices. Women also signed their 
letters to their spouses with their male names in case they would fall into the 
wrong hands. 

The authority assumed by these women extended beyond their capacity to 
influence decision making, as Makhlouf (1979:25,72) has argued with respect 
to women of the post-revolutionary San‘ani elite. The women intervened on 
behalf of their kin, friends, neighbors, and the Imam’s subjects whom they 
thought had been wronged. They approached their male kin or senior officials, 
asking them to consider the cases brought before them and to remedy the situ- 
ation. People made requests for pensions, and widows asked for maintenance 
for themselves and their sons’ education. Umm Hani entertained female vis- 
itors for breakfast and lunch almost daily so that at end of the month there 
was little food left. She sewed clothes for the poor and her advice was sought 
particularly by women who had marital problems. She was called Umm al- 
fugara wa-’l-masakin (“mother of the poor and wretched”). Battered women 
took refuge with her; those who were pregnant stayed in her house until they 
had delivered. 
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The women of the royal Household engaged in a variety of transactions, 
particularly regarding land and real estate. Control of property was one of 
their sources of authority. Several writers (Jennings 1975; Marcus 1983; Fay 
1997) have shown that Middle Eastern elite women were property owners 
in their own right, and that they were active in acquiring and maintaining 
property. Women made endowments (wagf, pl. awqaf) and engaged in several 
forms of charity.”® One of Imam Yahya’s granddaughters made an endowment 
on behalf of her deceased mother in her ancestral homeland al-Ahnum. She 
donated a mosque and a fountain, the beneficiaries of which are supposed to 
read the fatihah, the opening sura of the Qur’an, in order to commemorate her. 
Women of high status also initiated “family endowments” (wagf dhurriyyah). 
These endowments allow the donor and his or her descendants to profit from 
the income of property which cannot be divided or sold.*° 

The women corresponded with administrators on behalf of their own and 
other people’s property. They dealt with supervisors of endowments (nazir 
al-awgaf ) and individuals who either rented their property or whose land they 
wished to acquire. Their close kin entrusted the women with the supervision of 
their property during their absence from the country. One of Imam Ahmad’s 
brothers who joined the diplomatic corps in Egypt, for example, authorized 
his sister to receive the income from his land while he was abroad. She would 
write to the agent (wakil) who supervised his lands, enquiring about the 
harvest and asking for the income derived from it to be handed over to her. 

In 1955, Imam Ahmad’s brother al-Hasan (d. 2003) became Yemen’s repre- 
sentative at the United Nations. Before his departure to New York, al-Hasan 
had supervised the income from his father’s estate on behalf of his sisters. 
Imam Yahya’s estate was divided into four sections which were shared by his 
19 children. One quarter of the patrimony was shared by al-Hasan, his broth- 
ers al-Husayn and al-Mutahhar, and his sisters Amat al-Rahman and Umm 
Hani. During al-Hasan’s diplomatic service abroad, Amat al-Rahman dealt 
with the various agents who administered their property in different parts of 
the country. She took care of the land that belonged to the descendants of her 
deceased brothers al-Husayn and al-Mutahhar, as long as they were minors. 
Al-Hasan also delegated authority over the affairs of his two mansions, Dar 
al-Shukr and Dar al-Sa‘adah, to her. No one could enter or leave these man- 
sions without her permission. Even the female inhabitants who wanted to 
go out and take one of the carriages had to obtain her written permission 
to do so. Amat al-Rahman also gave instructions to the Imam’s treasurer to 
supply the monthly maintenance for both the families of the two mansions 
and of her deceased brothers. When after the 1948 uprising several scholars 
were imprisoned and executed, the paternal aunt of one of Imam Ahmad’s 
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wives, Maryam Nassar, wrote to the Imam under the name Muhammad b. 
Yahya, asking him to pardon her nephew ‘Abdullah al-Shamahi, a judge. The 
Imam replied to her that al-Shamahi had fought “God and His Prophet.” He 
was only released seven years later by the crown prince.” 


Amat al-Karim: Kinship, women’s status, and the politics of naming 


These data demonstrate the importance of the women of the royal Household 
as channels of communication to the ruler for ordinary people as well as their 
close collaboration with their brothers. Whether they were married or not, 
women were entrusted with vital tasks by their male kin. The example of one of 
the women, Amat al-Karim, who named and re-named herself in accordance 
with the vicissitudes of history, shows that marriage and the production of 
offspring were by no means the principal sources of their status. 

It is commonplace in Middle Eastern ethnographies for women to be por- 
trayed as deriving their social worth from the affinal links they engender 
for their groups (e.g., Bourdieu 1977; Vieille 1978; Tapper 1991). Indeed in 
Yemen the category “woman” (imra’ah) which is distinguished from that of 
girl/virgin (bint), is most strongly identified with wives and mothers whose 
status is considerably higher than that of unmarried daughters and sisters 
(vom Bruck 1997). Most women of the royal dynasty married, but conju- 
gality was less central to their sense of social worth than it was to other 
women. Their status was defined primarily by their kinship with the ruler 
rather than through marriage and motherhood. Moreover, in contrast to the 
Ottoman royal Household where “the matriarchal elders” exercised authority 
over other women and junior male kin (Peirce 1993:7), in Yemen some of the 
Imam’s kin acquired authority and influence even while they were young and 
unmarried. Amat al-Karim, who had adopted the male name ‘Abd al-Hadi 
when she began covering her face, enjoyed Imam Ahmad’s personal confi- 
dence and was described by her kin as his “right hand.” She was responsible 
for guarding the Imam’s seals, including the one for the confirmation of death 
sentences. People conveyed messages to the Imam through her, and she took 
care of the documents addressed to him, which she brought to his attention 
when he was fit to deal with administrative matters, and she gave orders her- 
self. Her assertiveness and moral authority has been acknowledged by both 
her friends and enemies. Men tend to attribute masculine qualities to her. In 
discussing her will power and self-assured behavior, one of Imam Ahmad’s 
in-laws remarked that “if she had been a man, she would have become an 
Imam.” Women who admired her strength and determination argued that it 
was rare to find a woman like her. When one of the Imam’s relations proposed 
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marriage to her, the Imam agreed on condition that she was not going to 
leave the royal mansion, and that her husband be prepared to take up resi- 
dence there.” She married her suitor during the civil war between royalists 
and republicans (1962-1970) which ensued after the revolution. After she had 
become the target of attacks by republican politicians who polemically referred 
to her as “the Imamah” (female Imam), she adopted a third name in addition 
to her female and male names. She started using a teknonym in conjunction 
with her husband’s patronymic. Most of her family and friends, both male 
and female, now address her by her teknonym.*® Thus, in her case, the reasons 
for adopting additional names have changed. During the Imamate, women 
carried male names in order to protect themselves from invasions of their pri- 
vacy. Amat al-Karim’s latest name, which was put down in her passport, has 
protected her from inquisitive officials whenever she has entered the coun- 
try. Her male name emphasized her political engagement at the Royal Court, 
whereas her teknonym has served to deflect public attention from her former 
activities. 


WOMEN’S VOICES AND MEN’S VOICES 


Having examined the social contexts in which women have used their male 
names, it is time to turn to their (and their agnates’) views towards these names. 
According to Amat al-Rahman, the women did not raise questions about 
their names (taqalidna hakadha; “thus is our tradition”). Women approve of 
their male names because the scope of their activities has been significantly 
wider than that of women without male names. They argue that bearing 
male names has increased their freedom of movement and enabled them 
to deal with their own affairs. The names are represented as empowering 
rather than as a constraint implying inferiority. From the women’s point of 
view, another crucial function of the naming practice (as part of the overall 
body concealment) discussed here is the control they exercise over men’s 
sexual images of their bodies. In accordance with cultural codes, women’s 
bodies, which are attributed a greater sexual magnetism than men’s, must 
be “covered.” In their eyes body concealment de-sexualizes the female body, 
which is why they place a positive value on this practice. 

The women’s male kin justify the naming practice as a way of safeguarding 
the women’s dignity, a point that is also stressed by women. As one man 
put it, “giving the women male names is like keeping jewelry in a safe box. It 
shows how much we treasure them.” According to Amat al-Rahman’s younger 
brother ‘Abd al-Rahman, “a woman’s male name is a second veil.” These 
statements show that the actors themselves conceive of women’s female names 
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as bodily signs that must not be disclosed. However, nowadays most men of 
both elite and non-elite status are critical of women’s bearing male names. One 
man said that “even the Prophet had not done it,” and another argued that 
“if the Prophet had approved of it he would have changed his wives’ names. 
In the past women were active in public life and they were known by their 
female names. Sukaynah bint al-Husayn had a literary salon (salon adabi).”* 
One of Imam Yahya’s grandsons recalled the days when he was living ina rural 
community for several years. “Both men and women addressed my wife as 
‘Abdullah. Even children who came to ask her for medicine called her by that 
name. My aunt was referred to by her male name throughout her lifetime; I 
never knew her female name. It [this naming practice] is unreasonable and 
un-Islamic, and I do not know who started it.” 


RECOVERING NAMES AFTER DEATH 


As mentioned earlier, irrespective of their attachments to their spouses’ patri- 
line, women generally maintain membership of the houses into which they 
were born. This is demonstrated by inscriptions on tombstones, which iden- 
tify both men and women as members of their natal houses. Tombstones on 
women’s graves are significant because, first, they have been used only by 
the elite, and second, women’s female names are made known to everybody. 
Whereas women’s male names are inscriptions of noble status on their bodies, 
female names are inscriptions of that status on tombstones. Epitaphs articu- 
late more than women’s lasting attachments to their houses. They represent 
focal points for social discourses about women’s bodies. They convey the idea 
that as long as women are somebody’s hurmah, non-mahram must respect 
the boundaries of their bodies. On death, these boundaries no longer need to 
be maintained.* It is only after women’s demise, when they no longer require 
a mahram, that their names are disclosed. Women’s abandonment of their 
status as hurmah after death is demonstrated by both the exposure of their 
female names on tombstones and the placement of graves. Usually corpses, 
both male and female, are buried wherever there is space in the graveyard. 
Even though people might preferably be buried next to their kin, there is no 
rule specifying where corpses should be placed except that they must face 
Mecca. 

The first line of the inscription on the tombstone is the shahadah or profes- 
sion of the faith. Then it reads as follows: Everything is going to vanish except 
God. This is the grave of the honorable (sharifah) Tuqqa, daughter of ‘Ali b. 
Ahmad al-Siraji. She died during the month of al-Qa‘dah the year 1207 H. 


(1792 AD). 
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CONCLUSION: NAMING, HIERARCHY, AND GENDER POLITICS 


The exposure of women’s female names in graveyards brings us back full circle 
to notions of the female body, feminine identifications, and the imperatives of 
status honor. By the time a girl approaches puberty and marriage, her female 
name must no longer be used by non-mahram. In the Imamate, the highest 
ranking women acquired supplementary male names, which shielded their 
bodies from exposure. On death, when the boundaries of women’s bodies 
no longer require protection, their female names and their patronymics are 
publicly uncovered in the graveyard. Death removes a layer of the paradoxical 
double social skin that male and female names produce during a woman’s 
lifetime. Naming is contingent on biological, social, and political processes, 
and the use of the names women carry is always contextual. 

Women’s female names are linked to concepts of their bodies as principal 
loci of sexuality and are conceived as parts of the body. Indeed the female 
name, along with a woman’s voice and gaze, lead directly to the body in a pars 
pro toto relationship. In contrast, male names and women’s bodies do not have 
a necessary relationship with one another; male names are detachable parts of 
their bodies, which serve as integuments. They do not expose their identity; 
they conceal. In accordance with women’s representations, male names de- 
feminize women’s bodies; they protect them by drawing men’s attention away 
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from their bodies. At the same time, the production of masculine images of 
female bodies through names allows women limited interaction with men. In 
other words, agency is rendered possible only through this symbolic transfor- 
mation of the body through naming. 

I began by noting that even in cultures that place great emphasis on naming 
in conformity with a child’s perceived gender, names do not always gender 
the person such that s/he is expected to act according to the norms pertaining 
to the gender of the name. During my early conversations with Yemeni elite 
women I was mistaken in assuming that the embodiment of certain forms of 
masculinity through naming might constitute a problematic feature of self- 
identification. It became clear that the kind of cross-gender identification that 
the use of male names implies is not a source of conflict with respect to their 
subjective dispositions. During the Imamate it was important to these women 
that their male names enabled them to act in their own right in spheres of 
activities where other women had to remain passive. In spite of declaring 
themselves as male in certain contexts by pronouncing their male names, the 
women do not represent themselves as in some sense becoming male or even 
acting “like men” because they were required to camouflage their names. The 
notion of an androgynized gender identity would therefore be misleading. 

This case, then, reveals tensions between discursive practices and self- 
representations rather than tensions within gender relations. It indicates, fur- 
thermore, that becoming as an effect of signification is a highly complex and 
potentially contradictory process. Gender-specific names may even serve to 
reinforce opposite gender identities, thus producing effects antithetical to what 
has been described by Butler. Hence, in the case examined, naming qua discur- 
sive performance does not have the naturalizing effect of gendering because it 
has not been accompanied by the necessary identificatory processes. In other 
words, there is a disjunction between these processes and citational practices. 

Indeed Butler seems to recognize this point by analyzing cross-gender nam- 
ing as a form of self-displacement. Although the notion of naming as an 
instance of compulsory practice forms the core of her performative theory of 
names, she concedes that the femininity that is enacted through bodily per- 
formance is not always fully commensurate with the norm (1993:232, 237).°” 
Butler illustrates her point with reference to Willa Cather’s short story “Tommy 
the Unsentimental,” published in 1896. Cather projects a male author, and 
one of her female protagonists carries the name Tommy which during the 
author’s lifetime was associated with both male figures and girls who resisted 
convention. Butler interprets Cather’s fictional strategy as demonstrating that 
the name Tommy indicates gender uncertainty and functions as an inver- 
sion of gendered expectations (1993:139-55, 273 n. 15). Her argument about 
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the contingency of naming as identity-constituting performance is impor- 
tant, but her conclusion that cross-gender naming serves to destablilize gen- 
der (1993:143, 187, 208) is not borne out by the data discussed here. Among 
Yemeni women cross-gender naming has not produced fragmented gender 
identities. This is because unlike Cather’s protagonists, the Yemeni women 
who adopted male names have not intended to undermine cultural norms, 
nor were their activities conceived as such by others. Indeed, cross-gender 
naming was encouraged and authorized by men. If, in consideration of the 
little tolerance there is in Yemeni society toward gender ambiguity regarding 
bodily display (vom Bruck1997:180-1), one would want to conceive of women’s 
acquisition of male names as subversive, then this subversion is simultane- 
ously an act of complicity. Women acquiesce to norms which, paradoxically, 
form the basis for legitimizing their agency. However, this does not consti- 
tute a singular moment of empowerment; the women have always conducted 
their affairs in an area of tension between agency and subordination. They 
are aware that ultimately women (and the majority of men) derive power not 
as autonomous selves but through embodying significant relationships (see 
Gewertz 1984:619). 

I suggest further that during the Imamate cross-gender naming was an 
issue of gender politics across the status hierarchy rather than within the elite. 
The assignment of male names to both men and women of the royal dynasty 
created a sense of unity among them and in certain respects served to atten- 
uate differences based on gender. By bearing male names high-born women, 
who were never married to men of less elevated genealogy than their own, 
symbolically shared the masculine strength of the ruling House. 

On the other hand, the women’s male names were body-markings which 
served to indicate their noble status and thus operated as boundary-creating 
devices between the elite and the commoners. Whereas the liberties that were 
conceded to noble women by their kin accentuated elite status, the far less 
restricted interaction between men and low status women who worked in 
the market underscored their disadvantaged position in the hierarchy.** Dif- 
ferences between these women were gendered; low status women were most 
feminine in accordance with cultural definitions of hurmah. They had no con- 
trol over their earnings, and their labor conditions left them vulnerable and 
exposed to men’s sexual aspersions. By virtue of their status and authority, 
elite women were more masculine than low status men who worked as barbers, 
butchers, and tanners. These men were represented as effeminate because they 
were under the patronage of other men and anyone could freely address their 
wives and sisters by their names (vom Bruck 1996). In their interactions with 
inferiors, elite women’s femininity had a strong masculine component; they 
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exercised control and gave orders. In relation to their male kin, even junior 
kin, women were more feminine. For example, when asked whether her “real” 
names could be used in this article, one of the women delegated authority to 
her son. 

The women’s male names highlighted their prestige and authority which 
they held by reason of their membership of the royal Household and their 
personal qualities. Marriage was not necessarily the prime source of their social 
value and status. Women neither exercised authority only as wives and mothers 
as did women of the Ottoman ruling dynasty, nor was there an institutionalized 
role for them in legitimizing men’s succession to power (Peirce 1993:2753 Fay 
1997:44).°° They were of ongoing importance to their male kin because of the 
uncompromising loyalty they afforded them, a quality that was often missing 
from relationships among men. Their male names helped them to put this 
loyalty into practice. 
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NOTES 


1. Butler (1993:154, 225-32; 1997a:29-31; 1997b:111); in Costera Meijer and Prins 
(1998:281). 

2. Note the stark contrast between the preoccupation with gendering human beings 
and the Qur’anic injunction on assigning a gender-specific name to the ungendered 
angels. Surat al-Najm (53,27) says that only those who do not believe in the hereafter 
give a female name to the angels who according to Muslim scholars are ungendered 
or, if not, knowledge of their gender transcends human cognitive abilities. 

3. Diverting from his earlier work on The History of Sexuality which focuses on the 
disciplinary regimes of state institutions and the family, Foucault celebrates Barbin’s 
emancipation from the “political technology of the body.” He claims that her libidinal 
attachments were free from repression because she lived in a “happy limbo of a non- 
identity,” thus transcending the social imperatives of gender and identity (xiii). In 
Herculine Barbin Foucault fails to analyze the specific regimes of power, which were 
instrumental in gendering Barbin’s body (Butler 1989:607;1990:94; compare Wiegman 
2001 :372). 
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. One cannot marry a parent or a grandparent, a child or grandchild, a sibling or 


sibling’s child. 


. On the avoidance of women’s names in different Muslim cultures, see Schimmel 


(1989:ix,4,48-9). 


. Even today, many girls of the old elite acquire the techniques of the body — for 


example, ways of lowering or modifying their voices — which are required to remove 
their bodies from the sensory perception of non-mahram. Women’s bodies — and 
their names, which are treated like body parts — must not be the object of the 
aural, verbal, visual, tactile, and olfactory experience of non-mahram (see vom 
Bruck 1997). 


. Luse the past perfect because these practices have not yet been abandoned. 
. Inrespect to the relation between social etiquette and the use of male names, consider 


also the more familiar cases of Victorian women writers such as Marian Evans 
(George Eliot) and the composer Fanny Mendelssohn who occasionally used her 
brother’s name Felix. 


. On more recent changes of national identity labels in Turkey, see Mardin (2002). 


When, during the 1920s, women made their voices heard through their magazines 
and conferences in French-dominated Syria, the male press continued to suppress 
their names (Thompson 20007137). 

For example, a man who appreciated his wife’s patience and composure called her 
Amat al-Sabur (Servant of Endurance); a tribal leader who took pride in marrying 
a woman related to the royal House renamed her Amira, Princess. 

Likewise, in his study of legal practices in the Sunni town of Ibb, Messick (1998:35) 
notes that women’s names are always used in legal documents. However, charity lists 
dating to the 1950s refer to women only as the wife of so-and-so, or sister of so-and-so, 
and “at home... in the presence of guests, older men still call out to their wives using 
a son’s name.” According to Mundy (1979:172), in Wadi Dahr, a rural community 
near the capital San‘a, women’s names do not appear in legal documents. Women’s 
property is registered in the name of their deceased fathers or their husbands (e.g., 
“so-and-so for his wife”). 

Saudi Arabia has recently decided to issue identity cards for women in order 
to combat fraud and forgery. Previously they were merely named on their male 
guardians’ documents. Women have had problems in court fighting false claims to 
their property and their bank accounts, and have often been unable to establish their 
identity in disputes over inheritance (The Economist, 5 January 2002). 

According to the late Mufti of the Republic, Ahmad Zabarah (personal communi- 
cation), all Zaydi jurists agree that apart from a woman’s mahram, she may be seen 
by a witness, a doctor, a judge, an executioner of legal punishments, a rescuer, and 
her suitor. On this subject, see Sharh al-azhar (1980, Vol. 2: 203-4). 

Men who had close ties with the Imams also recorded the names of their children in 
their Qur’an. 

These rules of politeness are also adhered to by eminent families elsewhere in the 
Middle East. For example, in the Iraqi city of Najaf the wife of an Ayatullah gave 
the women of the family gender-neutral names such as Badr al-sadah (“Full moon 
of the Prophet’s descendants”) and Fakhr al-sadah (“Glory/honor of the Prophet’s 
descendants”). 

If she had been married, her husband would have paid the bill. 
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During the Imamate these honorifics were used in legal documents. For example, 
in a document dealing with water shares Imam Yahya’s cousin is referred to as Safiy 
al-Islam Ahmad b. Qasim (Mundy 1989:109). 

Maulati sounds more obsequious than sitti. 

Apparently, these names were used predominantly by the inhabitants of the cities 
rather than the religious enclaves (hijar), homes to many scholarly houses. By no 
means did all female members of the buyut al-‘ilm of San‘a and Ta‘izz carry male 
names, nor was cross-gender naming generally practiced. For example, a boy who 
was called Farahad (Happiness) was renamed because his first name could also be 
given to a girl. Certain gender-neutral names like Ma’ (water) are only given to girls. 
Sayyid Ahmad al-Shami, personal communication. Basha became a Sunni and 
adopted his title as his patronymic which has been used by his descendants. In 
the past two decades several of his grandchildren have revived the old patronymic, 
calling themselves al-Basha al-Mutawakkil. 

Family histories confirm this assumption. For example, the documented history of 
one of the great sayyid houses, Bayt al-Wazir, which records patterns of migration, 
the scholarly activities ofits members and the offices held by them, shows that during 
the past thirteen centuries women were not referred to by male names. 

Outsiders like Imam Ahmad’s Syrian wife was named Sidi ‘Izz al-Din (“Might/glory 
of religion”) after she married the Imam. Legend has it that while strolling in the 
palace gardens with King Sa‘ud of Saudi Arabia, Imam Ahmad remarked that the 
waters of a spring in the garden, and a beautiful face, were the two most estimable 
things on earth; whereupon the king sent Imam Ahmad the girl as a gift. 

Likewise, Sidi ‘Abd al-Wali’s great grandchildren refer to her as Mama Wali, thus 
feminizing her male title and omitting the male prefix ‘Abd. 

Like ummi and ‘ammah, the term walidah (mother) is used to address senior female 
kin by junior kin by reason of respect and affection. Amat al-Khaliq never married 
but she raised the child of one of her father’s soldiers. 

In contrast, in early modern England educators viewed literacy as a defense against 
the “deceits of this world” or as an insurance against the risks of widowhood. In Stuart 
England (1603-1714), women who wrote letters were exceptional (Cressy 1993 :308— 
9,314). There have been scholarly debates in the Middle East about whether women 
should learn how to write (Ende 1994). Adult anxieties over their daughters’ exchange 
of letters with men and their clandestine defiance might have been pictured nowhere 
more poignantly and sensitively than in Assia Djebar’s novel L’Amour, la fantasia 
(1982). Djebar describes how in twentieth-century colonial Algeria she and her girl- 
friends selected addresses of men who were interested in correspondence with a 
pen-friend from magazines. They wrote letters to men in several Arab and European 
countries. Their correspondents adopted female names in order to avoid compro- 
mising the girls. Djebar also recalls her fellow villagers’ indignation at her father’s 
sending letters to his wife addressing her by her first name. On rural Algeria, compare 
Bourdieu (1965 :223—4). 

Shaharah produced several famous scholars and literati, among them women poets 
such as Zaynab bint Muhammad al-Shahariyyah (d. 1702) (Rex Smith 1995:201). The 
teachers (sayyidatna) who were hired by the Imam lived in his household and taught 
the women the Qur’an, reading and writing, basic mathematics, about the life of the 
Prophet, and early Islamic history. 
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Even today, the Imams’ female kin are approached by friends and relatives for their 
advice and assistance. 

Tribal leaders had to submit one of their sons or nephews for security. During 
Imam Yahya’s time, some of the child hostages lived in one of his palaces called Dar 
al-Sa‘adah. Most were housed in al-Qal‘ah (lit. “castle”), a building which contained 
a prison, the bakery for the army, and storage rooms for grain and ammunition. On 
his assumption to power in 1962, Imam al-Badr released all hostages. 

The object of the waqf, often real estate, yields a usufruct of which in accordance 
with Islamic law the owner has forfeited his power of disposal. The income must be 
used for permitted good purposes (Heffening 1974:624). 

Most landed buyut al-‘ilm possess such endowments. 

In his recollections al-Shamahi (1985 :288) published the communication, comment- 
ing on the woman’s letter “a letter from the author’s maternal aunt whose name is 
Maryam. She used to express herself using the name Muhammad. She is the paternal 
aunt of Imam Ahmad’s wife . . . Her letter is directed to Imam Ahmad. The full name 
of Imam Ahmad’s wife is Amat al-Rahman bint ‘Abdullah Nassar.” 

After marriage residence is usually patrilocal, and a man’s taking up residence at his 
wife’s house is slightly humiliating for him. Amat al-Karim’s suitor was reluctant to 
move to his maternal uncle’s house. 

Teknonyms were not used in Yemen before the revolution; they were first introduced 
by Yemenis who went to Beirut and Cairo during the 1960s and 1970s and are still 
uncommon. They have been adopted by women who have abandoned their male 
names. On teknonyms in Jordan, see Antoun (1968:162). 

This man buttressed his argument in favor of women’s use of their first names 
by referring to Sukaynah, the daughter of Imam al-Husayn, who was said to have 
received men of letters and religion at her house. 

Both men and women hold the view that in the afterlife both men and women can 
freely interact with non-mahram and choose their own partners. 

Sharifah is the title of sayyid women which however nowadays is less commonly 
used. The deceased was a descendant of Yahya al-Siraji who became Imam in 1261 
AD Tracing descent to al-Hasan b. ‘Ali b. Abu Talib through his grandson al-Hasan 
b. Zayd, his ancestors belonged to the Zaydis in Tabaristan. 

“We are never fully determined by the categories that construct us... There are ways 
of occupying the very categories by which one is constituted and turning them in 
another direction or giving them a future they weren’t supposed to have” (Butler 
quoted in Wallace 1998:16). 

These women’s names and faces were exposed to non-mahram. 

Although the Hamid al-Din, like several Imams before them, made the Imamate 
hereditary, during their rule dynastic succession did not become institutionalized to 
the same degree as in monarchies such as Morocco and Saudi Arabia. 
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